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The Northern Ireland (NI) beef (and sheep) sector contributes approximately 28% of the 
total annual agri-food industry sales, and represents the largest proportion of the NI agri-
food industry, emphasising its economic importance to the local economy. However, the 
profitability of the beef supply chain is considered poor, and there is a heavy reliance on 
subsidy, which impacts on the performance of the supply chain. There is significant 
evidence to suggest that the beef supply chain as a whole entity is under investigated in 
relation to identifying weaknesses and areas of improvement along the length of the supply 
chain. Little or no studies have aimed to examine the beef chain from a holistic/ whole 
perspective, taking into account multiple stakeholder perceptions. The aim of this thesis 
was to identify barriers and opportunities in  the NI beef supply chain using a multiple 
stakeholder approach. Using several qualitative methods (semi-structured interviews, case 
study and an action research workshop), 6 studies were completed across 4 stakeholder 
groups in the NI beef industry, including, farmers (1), processors (2), government and 
relevant industry, research and lobby bodies/organisations (3) and retailers (4).  
 
Internal barriers were identified at different stages of the supply chain including at farming, 
processing, retailing and governance stages, such as farm inefficiency and fragmentation, 
customer dependency, unstable supply arrangements and bureaucracy. Furthermore, 
significant barriers relating to the external environment (external barriers) such as, political 
developments, currency volatility and the competition of perceived healthier meats were 
also identified as problematic. The beef industry’s approach to marketing is also considered 
to be a barrier to optimal performance. Findings indicated that poor marketing was due to 
a lack of long term strategy and structure, an absence of a dedicated marketing body and 
because differentiation/brand identity for NI is difficult to achieve. It was believed that the 
approach taken in Scotland was much more cohesive, with the case study into Scotch Beef 
identifying significant learnings for the NI beef industry. The relationship between farmer 
and processor in NI was seen as adversarial and another barrier, with farmers regarding 
actions of processors as personal and an expression of power, rather than part of the 
normal competitive environment. These actions were reinforced the farmers’ own sense of 
‘powerlessness’, created mistrust and resulted in resigned engagement for farmers. 
Improved collaboration between stakeholders is seen as a mechanism for improving 
relationship quality, but has its challenges in practice. Opportunities for the beef industry 
iii 
 
were identified as improved farm practices, genetic performance, consumer driven 
products and online selling platforms, among others. However, this thesis identified that in 
order to overcome barriers and grasp opportunities, collaboration, communication and 
transparency are key, and recommended the industry as a whole outline practical and 
feasible solutions to improvement. A collaborative workshop illustrated the first steps in 
stakeholders agreeing the issues in the supply chain. It was recommended that 
stakeholders must act quickly to improve the competitiveness and resiliency of the NI beef 
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1. Chapter One- Introduction1 
This thesis explores the optimal performance of the total beef supply chain in Northern 
Ireland (NI) from farmer through to retailer, encompassing various intermediary 
stakeholders throughout the supply chain. It aims to unearth the business to business 
barriers (i.e. barriers within the supply chain, not including the consumer) to 
competitiveness and resiliency in the NI beef chain, and understand how the performance 
of the Northern Irish beef industry can be improved. It will identify the business to business 
barriers, as well as opportunities to, and make recommendations for improved optimal 
performance in the NI beef industry. By understanding the business to business barriers 
that exist in the supply chain, opportunities to overcome business to consumer barriers 
(e.g. how to more appropriately meets the needs of consumers) can be explored. 
 
This introductory chapter primarily aims to provide a contextual overview of the beef 
industry in NI. Reviews of literature are located in each thematic or topical chapter. Firstly, 
this chapter will provide a context to food supply chains, specifically the beef supply chain, 
and an overview of supply chain management theories. The context to the NI beef industry, 
including notable events and aspects will be provided, before explaining and presenting 
definitions of competitiveness and resiliency. Finally, this chapter will lay out the research 
origins and rationale, including the aims of this PhD thesis and the research question, 
before illustrating the layout of the thesis. 
 
1.1. FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS: PROVIDING CONTEXT 
Investopedia (2017), a financial education website, defines the supply chain as ‘…a network 
between a company and its suppliers to produce and distribute a specific product, and the 
supply chain represents the steps it takes to get the product or service to the customer.’ 
Alternatively, the Business Dictionary (2017a) breaks this down further, describing the 
supply chain as ‘…a network of entities, directly or indirectly interlinked and 
interdependent…compris[ing] of vendors that supply raw material…to the retailers who 
bring the product to the ultimate user.’ 
 
                                                          
1 This supply chain map (p.9) has been accepted for publication: 
Brooks, S., Elliott, C.T., Spence, M., Walsh, C. and Dean, M., 2017. Four years post-horsegate: An 
update of measures and actions put in place following the horsemeat incident of 2013. Npj Science 




In relation to food, Folkerts and Koehorst (1997, p.11) defined the food supply chain as ‘…a 
set of interdependent companies that work closely together to manage the flow of goods 
and services along the value-added chain of agricultural and food products, in order to 
realize superior customer value at the lowest possible costs.’ Folkerts and Koehorst (2007) 
highlight the importance of ‘least cost’ in their definition.  However, in order to provide 
context for this thesis, a simple definition informed and adapted from the definitions above 
is presented. It considers the basic transactional movement of the food product: 
 
A food supply chain is defined as, ‘a series of movements and transactions of food and/ or 
food products upstream and/or downstream, by a network of stakeholders from the 
original supplier, in the food and/ or food products simplest form to the final customer in 
the intended form of use.’ 
 
Supply chain stakeholders take up different roles within the chain, sometimes acting as the 
supplier to the proceeding link in the chain, or as the customer to the prior link in the chain. 
Stakeholders can also assume the role of an intermediary resource, such as a trader/agent. 
Networks of organisations, companies, traders, information sharing, technology and other 
resources such as, logistical support all exhibit a vital role in the supply chain in 
transitioning products or services from suppliers to customers in their intended form of 
use. The entirety of the food supply chain is governed by a complex regulatory framework 
of legislation, including European Union (EU) and parallel national legislation, relating to 
hygiene, safety, traceability and animal welfare, as well as policies and codes of practices, 
and employs many testing and verification regimes and schemes. 
 
1.1.1. Supply Chain Management Theories 
Emerging from logistics management, the term ‘Supply Chain Management’ (SCM) dates 
back to the 1980’s and refers to a more holistic approach to management of the supply 
chain, encompassing the entire supply chain network from primary producers to the end 
customers, as opposed to the breaking down of barriers between stakeholders as is the 
case with logistics management (Humphries and McCombie, 2010). Canever, Van Triip and 
Beers (2008) contested the definition of Humphries and McCombie (2010) by suggesting 
that ‘traditional SCM’ is only concerned with activities involving the movement, 
distribution, manufacture and information sharing between stakeholders, in the most cost 
effective way, and fails to take into account the end customer. These authors proposed the 
theory of ‘Demand Chain Management’ (DCM), which they suggested is more applicable in 
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the present day, taking into account customer requirements and preferences, and the 
effective management of the customer, in order to improve responsiveness throughout the 
supply chain (Canever, Van Triip and Beers, 2008). The evolution of DCM from SCM is 
highlighted by the one way directional arrow in figure 1.1. 
 
Changes in how businesses operate their supply chains have led to changes and 
developments in supply chain management theory, giving rise to many different but 
integrated theoretical platforms and tools applicable in academia and industry. These 
theories include, Value Chain Analysis (VCA), Lean, Integrated Supply Chain Management 
(ISCM), vertical coordination, horizontal coordination and collaboration. Figure 1.1 
demonstrates how these theories are linked. Each theory will be explained in more detail 
before summarising how these theories are interrelated (figure 1.1) 
 
 
Figure 1.1: Origins of Interrelated Supply Chain Management Theories 
 
1.1.1.1. Integrated Supply Chain Management (ISCM) 
ISCM describes a process that sets about integrating all the links of a supply chain- 
suppliers, transportation, manufacturers, processors, distribution centres and retailers- in 
order to reduce costs, while remaining efficient and responsive to customer and/or service 
requirements, (Simchi-Levi, Kaminsky and Simchi-Level, 2000; Taylor, 2006). However, it 
has been argued that this approach is ineffective unless there is a mutual win for all 
stakeholders (Simons et al., 2003). ISCM is a theory based on inter stakeholder relationship 
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management and best practice development, and may be an approach that has limited 
success in the fragmented United Kingdom (UK) beef industry as suggested by Simons et al. 
(2003).  
 
1.1.1.2. Value Chain Analysis (VCA) 
VCA is the purposeful and systematic categorising of activities and steps in the supply chain, 
that either adds value or does not add value, in terms of cost or differentiation to the end 
consumer; thereby placing emphasis on consumer orientation (Zokaei and Simons, 2006; 
Zokaei, 2010). Simons et al. (2003, p.109) described VCA as ‘…a tool for analysing the 
nature and source of value within the supply chain and the potential for reducing waste 
therein, with the focus explicitly on the determinants of value within a manufacturing 
process rather than the simple measurement of process outputs.’ Zokaei (2010) suggested 
SCM theories have developed into a state of ‘value chain’ from ‘demand chain’, and ‘supply 
chain’ before that. The VCA proposes a situation where optimisation of the supply chain is 
important but only when the consumer is provided with an element of added value, via 
product differentiation or enhancement. It sets a platform for meeting for customer needs 
rather than meeting the optimal needs of the supplier, and for capitalising on value adding 
activities and diminishing non value adding activities. 
 
1.1.1.3. Lean2 
Lean principles, with its roots in the automotive sector (Toyota, specifically), places 
emphasis on creating customer value, and waste management and reduction throughout 
the supply chain. The first principle of lean focusses on ensuring customer value in the 
supply chain, with proceeding principles relying on creating efficient and effective ‘lean’ 
manufacturing and logistics, and removing non value adding activities to ensure delivery of 
value to the customer ‘just-in time’ (Cox, Chicksand and Palmer., 2007). In essence, lean 
underpins VCA but specifically focuses on waste management, for example, The 7 Wastes 
of Lean.  
 
1.1.1.4. Vertical and Horizontal Coordination 
Vertical coordination describes a situation where supply chain stakeholders have convened 
contracts and arrangements throughout the supply chain, in order to reduce procurement 
risks and consequences of having no product to sell to customers (Dorfman, 2014). It could 
                                                          
2 7 wastes of lean refer to Transportation, Inventory, Motion, Waiting, Over-production, Over-
processing and Defects (TIM WOOD). 
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be suggested that ISCM takes into account vertical coordination and horizontal 
coordination, as they suggest an approach where supply chain stakeholders are jointly 
invested at some level.  
 
Vertically coordinated chains are linear, where goods and services move directly up or 
down the chain. Although similar, it is important to not confuse vertical coordination with 
vertical integration where one company has ownership of operations at several stages in 
the chain (Dorfman, 2014). UK slaughterhouses have begun expanding into the production 
end of the chain, with installation of processor controlled feed lots and schemes such as 
Blade Farming. This is a contractual arrangement between farmer and processor for the 
rearing and finishing of cattle to be supplied directly to the processor. The Morrison’s pig 
meat chain is an optimal example of vertical integration and thus coordination. Morrison’s 
own the processing facilities including slaughterhouses, incorporating direct buying from 
Morrison approved farms, thereby increasing control over the supply chain, reducing costs 
via diminishment of the ‘middle man’ and increasing profits (Bowman et al., 2012). While 
not strictly vertical integration, a study involving Tesco and their meat suppliers carried out 
by Lindgreen and Hingley (2003), found considerable benefits of working closely in a 
vertical approach; cost, quality and safety control and market responsiveness were all 
identified as benefits to Tesco and their suppliers. 
 
Conversely horizontal coordination characterises a situation where there is an alliance 
between direct competitors, within an organisation and/or with indirect or non-
competitors. Farming/producer co-operatives are an example of this type of coordination in 
the UK beef supply chain, and are seen as advantageous in helping meet volume 
requirements and sharing costs (Fearne, 1998; Barratt, 2004). Horizontal coordination could 
be considered an umbrella term for many forms of parallel practices; internal process 
integration (the integration of internal operations), cross channel collaboration (integration 
of intra or inter competing stakeholders or supply chains), (Stephens, 2010) and horizontal 
integration, emerging as similar definition to horizontal coordination (Herring, 2014).  
 
Another example of horizontal coordination is the separation of farming activities in 
relation to the breeding/rearing and finishing of cattle. Horizontal coordination can also 
occur at other stages in the supply chain. For example, it is a common practice for a beef 
processing company to have both slaughtering and further processing facilities, either on 
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the same site or separate sites. Figure 1.2 below illustrates vertical and horizontal 
coordination within the beef industry. 
 
Figure 1.2: Examples of Vertical and Horizontal Integration in the Beef Supply Chain 
(adapted from Herring, 2014). 
 
1.1.1.5. Collaboration 
Vertical and horizontal coordination can be referred to collectively as collaboration. Many 
studies have depicted the benefits of having a collaborative relationship within the meat 
industry, sometimes referred to as a partnership (Lindgreen and Hingley, 2003; Barratt, 
2004; Fischer et al., 2008; Fischer et al., 2009; Humphries and McCombie, 2010). Spriggs, 
Hobbs and Fearne (2000) specifically suggested competitiveness in the UK beef industry can 
be increased through enhanced coordination in the supply chain. Humphries and 
McCombie (2010, p.21) described collaboration as the ‘…creation and maintenance of a 
productive, harmonious relationship.’ It emphasises the importance of working together 
strategically, communicating and sharing information for mutual wins but also mutual risk 
sharing, and this relationship can be formal and contracted. A study by Lindegreen and 
Hingley (2003) interviewed representatives from Tesco and their suppliers, and concluded 
that a unified relationship delivered benefits to stakeholders, enabling them to improve on 
and deliver quality and performance to the final consumer. Cox, Chicksand and Palmer 
(2007) provided a counter argument to relationship development, suggesting that 
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information sharing between suppliers and their buyers is disagreeable and never 
proportionate to a mutually exclusive win.  
 
1.1.1.6. Linkages between theories 
SCM could be considered as an overarching theory that has evolved over time, with various 
sub theories and concepts branching from SCM. This proposal is confirmed by Zokaei (2010) 
who suggested SCM is a general, yet diverse field, and consequently is not developed 
enough to constitute an independent discipline. 
 
Both DCM and ISCM management theories have emerged from SCM. DCM management 
evolved from SCM as highlighted previously, to take into account the customer and their 
requirements. ISCM, which is concerned about integrating the links to the supply chain, has 
emerged from the overarching SCM theory but also has linkages to DCM, as ISCM 
encompasses the idea of being responsive to customers. ISCM is also related VCA and Lean 
theories (Simons et al., 2003). Elements of cost reduction and provisions of platforms to 
meet customer needs are what links ISCM and VCA. Lean emerges from VCA due the shared 
principle of removing non value adding activities in the supply chain. ISCM is also linked to 
collaboration due to the shared ethos of ensuring relationship management in the supply 
chain. In addition, ISCM is linked to vertical and horizontal coordination (collectively 
regarded as collaboration) as ISCM suggests and approach where stakeholders are jointly 
invested to some degree, thereby requiring vertical and/or horizontal coordination in the 
supply chain. 
 
1.1.2. The Beef Supply Chain 
Supply chains can be long or short; fragmented or streamline; simple or complex; global or 
local; efficient or slow. Figure 1.3  presents the UK beef supply chain which is 
representative of the supply chain operations in NI.  
 
The UK beef supply chain represents a complex series of networks and movements 
required for the production (feed, breeder/rearer, finisher), slaughtering and processing of 
beef (primary and secondary processing), and the transporting of animals and beef 
products to the final consumer via either a butcher, retailer or food service outlet. It 
encompasses transaction based (buying and selling) practices between key stakeholders 
along the length of the chain, either directly (direct sell) or indirectly (auction/ trader). It is 
fragmented with many stages and movements occurring before it reaches the final 
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consumer. Its fragmented nature is not only represented by number of movements, but 
also the variety of movements, meaning the ways in which it can move (directly or 
indirectly) from supplier to customer and so forth, to the final consumer.  
 
The chain begins with the feed (either pasture or animal feed) required to nourish cattle 
both at breeding/rearing and finishing stages. The farming stage of the chain involves a set 
of intricate production and trading steps. Firstly, beef available to purchase by consumers 
originates from both male and female cattle from the dairy and the beef (suckler) farming 
systems. The beef herd and the dairy herd contributing 1.98 million heads and 2.25 million 
heads respectively (2014 UK figures- see figure 1.3 for source), supply available numbers 
(5.61 million heads) of male, non-breeding females and calves for slaughter. Breeding 
female numbers are not considered as they are not immediately available for slaughter and 
will enter the food chain usually at the end of their reproductive life. Dairy bred animals 
may be sired from a beef breed bull, therefore a cross between dairy and beef bred. This, 
creates a situation where the cow comes into milk but the calf is an animal suitable for beef 
production. In beef production, the beef and dairy systems are interconnected. 
Of the 5.61 million heads available, cattle of diary or beef origin go through significant 
stages of rearing before being ‘finished’ for slaughter via two main feedings strategies; 
concentrates (animal feed) and grass systems (grass and conserved silage), sometimes used 
in combination.  ‘Finishing’ is where animals are intensively fed before being sent for 
slaughter. Breeding, rearing and finishing may occur all on one farm but equally may occur 
as separate activities on different farms, therefore requiring the selling and acquiring of 
animals either via auction or directly between farmers.  
 
Upon reaching a suitable age and weight for slaughter, the cattle are sold to a 
slaughterhouse/processor. Cattle are sold by farmers to processors via two main routes, 
either indirectly via auction markets on a live weight basis, or directly to processors on a 
deadweight basis. Each of these options may or may not involve a third party agent, which 
assumes the role of a middle man between farmer and processor. The animal is then 
slaughtered and fifth quarter products such as hides, offal etc. are removed by the 
processor at a primary processing facility. The location of the next series of activities 
depend on the capabilities of the processing company. These activities include, deboning, 
cutting and retail packing. For example, deboning, cutting and retail packing may all occur 
at the primary site if the company has the operational capability to do so, but they may also 










The secondary facilities could belong to the same company or these activities may be 
outsourced to a different company. The secondary facility is most likely to be receiving 
large cuts of meat or halves/quarters of carcases from several primary facilities, either 
directly or via a storage or distribution centre, potentially frozen. Material such as specified 
risk material (brains, spinal cords) that can’t be sold, are sent for destruction at an internal 
(same company) or external (different company) rendering facility. After final processing, 
beef presented for example, as fillet steaks or minced beef, will make its way to the 
consumer either via a butcher, retailer or food service outlet such as a Quick Service 
Restaurant (QSR), bulk buying outlet or restaurant.  
 
The import and export segments of the beef chain themselves can be considered 
convoluted chains, and as separate entities to each other but also to the main chain. 
Imports and exports of live animals and finished product (fresh or frozen cuts, offal and 
processed beef) play an integral role in the beef supply chain. There are two main stages 
where imports and exports play a role- farming and processing. Imports of live animals (live 
imports) will occur at farming and processing stages. Live animals are sometimes imported 
to primary processing facilities for slaughter, particularly if there is a shortage in the home 
country, but live animals are less likely to be exported from the processing facilities. Live 
exports are predominant at farming stages, where farmers may sell cattle into non UK 
markets, pre-slaughter. Imports and exports of finished product (fresh, frozen and 
processed meat and offal) will occur at processing stages of the chain. 
 
Globalisation and international market liberalisation has encouraged trade to move within, 
but also outside of Europe. While globalisation is important to remain competitive in the 
market place, it complicates and extends supply chains requiring them to be managed with 
greater care to ensure adherence to correct procedures, paperwork etc. Tables 1.1 and 1.2 
provide an indication of UK beef imports and exports for the year 2014, including origin 
countries of imports and destination countries of exports. They show that trade between 
the UK and Republic of Ireland (ROI) is significant for beef, with the UK exporting a 
significant amount of UK beef to ROI but also importing a significant amount of ROI beef
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*Based on calculated assumption (Bone in F/F= Total F/F- Boneless F/F)    
** Only two available (Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB) Beef and Lamb Yearbook, 2015) 
 
                                                          
3 Courtesy of AHDB via AHDB Beef and Lamb UK Yearbook 2015 Cattle and HRMC Import and Export Statistics 2014 
Category Sub Category Tonnes Percentage (%) Percentage from EU-28 (%) Percentage from non EU-28 (%) Top 3 Importing Countries
Fresh Frozen (F/F) Total F/F 254830 - 89 11 Ireland, Netherlands, Germany
Boneless F/F 200590 79 86 14 Ireland, Netherlands, Germany
Bone In F/F* 54240 21 Not Available Not Available Not Available
Processed Total Processed 77446 - 58 42 Ireland, Brazil, Denmark
Uncooked Processed 19292 25 99.95 0.05 Ireland, Poland, Netherlands
Other Processed* 58154 75 Not Available Not Available Not Available












*Based on calculated assumption (Bone in F/F= Total F/F- Boneless F/F)     
** Only two available (Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB) Beef and Lamb Yearbook, 2015) 
 
                                                          
4 Courtesy of AHDB via AHDB Beef and Lamb UK Yearbook 2015 Cattle and HRMC Import and Export Statistics 2014. 
Category Sub Category Tonnes Percentage (%) Percentage to EU-28 (%) Percentage to non EU-28 (%) Top 3 Export Receiving Countries
Fresh Frozen (F/F) Total F/F 112232 - 93 7 Ireland, Netherlands, France
Boneless F/F 64757 58 93 7 Ireland, Netherlands, France
Bone in F/F* 47475 42 Not Available Not Available Not Available
Processed Total Processed 8083 - 97 3 Ireland, France, Netherlands
Uncooked Processed 3735 46 99.1 0.9 Ireland, France, Spain
Other Processed* 4348 54 Not Available Not Available Not Available








External markets (importing and exporting) play a vital role in sufficiency and flexibility of 
the UK beef supply chain. With beef production susceptible to seasonal changes, poor 
weather, disease outbreaks, crop failures and therefore feed shortages, the importance of 
external markets should not be underestimated (The International Meat Trade Association, 
2013). If the UK was to be 100% self-sufficient in beef production, the industry leaves 
themselves vulnerable to events listed above, if they were to occur in the domestic market 
it could make domestic supplies unavailable. In an Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Committee report in 2009, Andrew Kuyk from the Food and Drink Federation, highlighted 
the importance of having a diverse supply within the chain in order to reduce the risk and 
effects of such events. 
 
1.2. THE BEEF INDUSTRY: PROVIDING CONTEXT 
The UK Food and Drink industry represents the largest manufacturing industry in the UK 
(Food and Drink Federation, 2014), and the most recent figures from Department of 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) and Office of National Statistics (ONS) suggest 
that the UK agri-food industry contributed almost £110 billion to the UK economy in 2015, 
when considered a measure of Gross Value Added (DEFRA, 2016). More specifically, the 
food and drink industry in NI contributes significantly to the local economy with a gross 
turnover of approximately £4.6 billion in 2015, and supports over 20,000 full time jobs in 
the processing sector (Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA), 
2016a) and almost 48,000 in the farming sector, (DAERA, 2016b). The beef and sheep meat 
industry in NI is the largest subsector contributing approximately 28% of total annual sales 
in 2015 (DAERA, 2016a).  
 
1.2.1. NI Beef Industry Structure 
The beef farming enterprise in NI is extremely fragmented with large numbers of relatively 
small farms (Agri-Food Strategy Board (AFSB), 2013) and extensive production. There are 
currently 19,500 beef and sheep farms in NI (DAERA, 2016c), over a land mass of 14,100km2 
(Office for National Statistics, 2016), with farmers farming an average of 41 hectares 
(DEFRA, 2017a). In comparison, England has approximately 24,600 beef and sheep farms 
(DEFRA, 2017b), over a land mass of 130,300 km2 (Office for National Statistics, 2016), and 
farmers farm an average of 85 hectares (DEFRA, 2017a). Scotland has 17,000 beef and 
sheep farms (National Statistics, 2016) over 80,000 km2 of land mass (Office for National 
Statistics, 2016), and farmers farm an average of 109 hectares (DEFRA, 2017a). This equates 
to NI having 1 beef and sheep farm for every 0.72 km2 of land mass, and NI farms farming 
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approximately half the land than English farmers do and 2 and a half times less than 
Scottish farmers do, demonstrating the small and fragmented nature of NI beef and sheep 
farming. It is important to consider that separation of cattle and sheep farms throughout 
the UK is not available. 
 
Farms in NI are small for historical reasons, where land was divided among generations of 
farming families, so that each farmer owned a finite amount of land and that land would 
lend itself to specialising in a particular stage of beef production. Currently, the number of 
beef and sheep farms in NI have decreased by approximately 9% (to 19,500) between 2000 
and 2016 in NI (DAERA, 2000; DAERA, 2016c). However, this still highlights the substantial 
quantity of small beef (and sheep) farms present in NI. Bernués et al., (2011) suggested the 
(small) reduction in farm numbers is due to Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) reforms- a 
factor of livelihood dependency on subsidies. Authors have claimed that the reduction in 
farm numbers is due to the relative increase in herd size but this is not the case in NI, where 
the beef suckler herd size (an indicator of prime beef production) is declining 
(approximately 8% between 2012 and 2014) (Livestock and Meat Commission (LMC), 2015; 
Moran, 2015). Furthermore, according to the latest available figures (2013), over half (59%) 
of farmers in NI are aged 55 or over, with the average age (based on median value) of a 
farmer being 58, while farmers under the age of 35 represent a mere 4% of Northern Irish 
farmers (DAERA, 2013). In 2016, 99.6% of prime cattle in NI were farm assured under the 
Northern Ireland Beef and Lamb Farm Quality Assurance Scheme (NIBL FQAS), and the 
number of farms assured was 12,355 indicating that approximately 63% of NI beef and 
sheep farms are assured in NI (LMC, 2016). 
 
On paper (figure1.3), cattle production occurs in 2 phases; a birthing to rearing phase and a 
finishing phase. However, in NI this is not usually the case where the rearing stage itself, 
can be complex with animals moving farms several times before finishing, further 
contributing to fragmentation in NI beef farming. Figure 1.4 demonstrates the various 






Figure 1.4: Typical Beef Production Operations in NI 
 
Some farmers breed beef cattle and sell on calves as soon as it is legally allowed (a beef 
suckler farm). At this stage, another farmer may take the animal from calf to weanling age 
(calf rearing to weanling farm), i.e. once the animal has been weaned which can be 
between six months to a year. Another farmer will take a weanling calf on until store age 
(weanling- store age farm), typically around 18-24 months of age. Then the animal may be 
sold to another farmer who will take the animal to finish (store age to finishing farm) and 
consequently slaughter, somewhere between 24 and 36 months, depending on the criteria 
set out by processors and customers. This type of operation is denoted by the letter A. 
 
Producing cattle this way is typical in NI, where there are large numbers of small farms 
concentrating on different stages of the production cycle. This being said, cattle production 
from birth to slaughter on a single farm does occur (denoted by the letter B) but is less 
common in NI, and usually occurring in some combination denoted by letters A, C or D. The 
suitability of the farm land dictates the system the farmer uses. In NI, land is much more 
fragmented with approximately 74% of the 19500 cattle (and sheep) farms falling into the 
Less Favoured Area (LFA) land category (DAERA, 2016c). Consequentially, animals move 
from one farm to another frequently, where the land can support that particular life stage. 
Farmers may also choose to only concentrate on a particular stage due to the financial 
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investment required on the farm at different stages, for example, cattle crushes for larger 
more mature cattle or contingencies for bulls.  
 
While the farming structure in NI can be described as fragmented with large numbers of 
small farms, the processing structure is highly concentrated among a small number of large 
companies. Five large processing companies dominate the red meat slaughtering and 
processing sector in NI, and have capabilities to retail pack beef, making this end of the 
process more streamlined than the farming stage (AFSB, 2013). Further, approximately 80% 
of beef (and sheep meat) produced in NI serves the UK (inc. NI) market (DAERA, 2016a), 
with the food retail market contributing a significant share to this figure. This emphasises 
the importance of the UK retail market for NI processors and producers. Ties to the UK 
grocery scene were further strengthened following the Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy 
(BSE) crisis in 1996, as various global import bans resulted in UK retail multiples becoming 
one of the only major outlet for NI (and other UK) beef farmers and processors. The 
domination of UK grocery market by a few key grocery retailers, namely the Big Four 
(Tesco, Asda, Sainsburys and Morrisons), has been documented since the 1980’s in 
Monopolies and Mergers Commission (MMC) and Office of Fair Trading (OFT) reports (Burt 
and Sparks, 2003). 
 
Within the NI governing structure, the local agriculture department, (DAERA) are 
responsible for overseeing certain aspects of local agriculture and rural development, such 
as food, farming, environmental, sustainability, fisheries and forestry (DAERA, 2017), (note, 
DAERA was formally the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD)). 
Additionally, DAERA are responsible for overseeing the application of EU legislation and 
policy in NI (DAERA, 2017). However, DAERA is under the responsibility of the Department 
of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) in England, which is the administrative 
leader in the UK for these aspects (DAERA, 2017), and DAERA is a regional department 
within a national department (DEFRA). Therefore, DAERA must channel communications 
regarding NI agriculture related issues/requirements through DEFRA. All other regions of 
the UK do the same, and as a consequence, requirements/issues arising in NI are addressed 
by DEFRA when they deem them a priority. Therefore, what is of critical importance to NI 
may not be viewed as important at national level.  
 
In addition, within NI there are various research and industry bodies that receive 
sponsorship or part sponsorship from DAERA, and are considered non departmental public 
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bodies. These include, the Agri-Food Bioscience Institute (AFBI) and the LMC. Additionally, 
bodies such as Northern Ireland Food and Drink (NIFDA) and Ulster Farmers’ Union (UFU) 
do not receive sponsorship from government, but are funded directly by industry via 
various membership schemes. These organisations do not sit within the direct commercial 
functioning of the NI beef supply chain, but rather, perform supportive functions sitting 
outside the direct supply chain. They provide input and consultations on key pieces of 
strategy and policy (LMC, NIFDA, UFU), as well as contributing to research and development 
within the beef industry (AFBI). Some also provide lobby support to their members (UFU, 
NIFDA). 
 
1.2.2. Notable Events in the Beef Industry 
The horsemeat scandal of 2013 is just one incident that has had a damaging effect on the 
beef industry, albeit temporarily. More historical events such as the outbreaks of Foot and 
Mouth Disease (FMD) of the early 2000’s and BSE in the early 1990’s, had a damaging effect 
on the beef industry, not only with regard to depleted consumer confidence but also 
because farmers suffered financially through mass culling of cattle to bring the diseases 
under control. FMD and particularly BSE had a catastrophic impact on the export market, 
with many countries, particularly outside the EU, such as those in North America and Asia 
still inaccessible. However, it was announced in early 2015 that bans on Irish (Republic of 
Ireland) meat in the United States of America (USA) and China have been lifted, and the 
Republic of Ireland could start exporting beef products to these countries in the 
foreseeable future (BBC News, 2015; RTE News, 2015). The opening of these markets to the 
Irish beef industry may pave the way for other EU countries to gain access. Furthermore, it 
was announced in August 2017 that the Philippines has opened their market up to UK beef 
(Macauley, 2017). In light of these scandals, consumers are demanding beef that is assured 
to be safe, traceable, local, animal welfare orientated, nutritious and of high quality, and all 
for a good price. This has sparked volatile pricing (so called ‘price wars’) among retail 
multiples at the top of the supply chain.  With their ability to offer lower prices for the 
same/similar goods, discounter retail multiples are thought to have exasperated price wars 
among retailers further (Burt and Sparks, 1994). 
 
Another significant challenge that has hit the beef industry is the ongoing EU Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) reform, with one of the most influential reforms in 2003. This 
resulted in the EU cutting ties between subsidy payments and production, meaning that 
farmers needed to become more market orientated (European Commission, 2015). Further 
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reforms involving “greener” and more environmentally sustainable farming incentives were 
implemented in 2015. The UK decision to exit the EU (so called ‘Brexit’) leaves further 
uncertainties around farming subsidies in the future. However, it was announced in July 
2017 by the Environment Secretary (Michael Gove) that subsidies in the future would 
‘…have to be earned, rather than just handed out…’, and he suggested that NI would 
receive support in the future, but these would be based on environmental protection and 
enhancement of rural life (BBC News, 2017b).  
 
1.2.3. Notable Aspects of the Beef Industry 
1.2.3.1. Farm Assurance Schemes 
Within the UK there is a wealth of assurance schemes for beef, encompassing quality, 
organic, animal welfare, animal feed and feeding practices. These assurance schemes are 
usually voluntarily (but often a necessity), and most involve the farm end of the chain. 
However, some require compliance at other stages of the chain. The growth in the number 
of assurance schemes in the food industry is supported by Julien (2010), who suggested 
that the UK is not unique in the plethora of assurances schemes and standards. Farm 
assurance schemes can be national or regional, with each region having their own variation 
of the scheme. Table 1.3 illustrates some of the schemes available to the beef industry in 
the UK. A further in-depth analysis of a selection of assurance schemes can be found in 
appendix 1. 
 
Stakeholders tend to be part of these voluntary schemes because they are made 
mandatory by UK and Irish multiple retailers or food service providers, who list farm 
assurance schemes as a pre-requisite in the supply arrangement. As the beef industry 
(farmers and processors) is very reliant on these customers, particularly the multiple 
retailers, assurance schemes are usually adopted, which is said to increase the complexity 
and cost to suppliers (Julien, 2010). Many of these schemes are governed by independent 
bodies, some of them public bodies that oversee the scheme and own the logos, with 
compliance audits being carried out by third party auditing bodies not aligned to the 
governing body.  
 
Many farm assurance schemes arose from the lack of consumer confidence in the beef 
industry to produce beef that is safe to eat, as a result of many high profile food scares in 
the 1990’s and early 2000’s (for example, BSE and FMD) (Bredahl et al., 2001; Fearne, 
Hornibrook and Dedman, 2001). Their purpose was to instil consumer confidence in the 
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safety and quality of beef production in the UK and Ireland. While the NIBL FQAS (and Farm 
Assured Welsh Livestock (FAWL)) is primarily about farm assurance, schemes such as Scotch 
Beef Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) have extended the guarantee of animal 
welfare, traceability and safety beyond the farm, encompassing transport/haulage 
companies, auction markets and processing facilities (primary and secondary). Red Tractor 
also extends beyond the farm, and acts as a sister scheme to regional alternatives such as 
NIBL FQAS, and fills the gaps at stages not covered directly by NIBL FQAS.  
 
Scotch Beef PGI provides a legal guarantee from the EU that meat from animals bearing the 
Scotch Beef PGI branding have been born, reared and slaughtered in Scotland, and 
guarantees quality based on production and processing practices which take place within 
the geographical boundaries of Scotland (Quality Meat Scotland (QMS), 2016; European 
Commission, 2017). The English scheme, Quality Standard Mark (QSM) also guarantees 
eating quality but do not have their own unique standards like Scotch Beef PGI. Instead, 
QSM provide flexibility to use a combination of assurance schemes they deem eligible as 
long as the whole chain is encompassed.  A full list of schemes considered eligible under 






Table 1.3 Assurance Schemes Available to Beef Producers in the UK 
Scheme Name Region Basis of Scheme 
Supply chain stage with 
defined standards 
Northern Ireland 






Beef and Lamb animal 





Red Tractor6 UK 
Beef and Lamb animal 










Beef and Lamb animal 








Beef and Lamb animal 
welfare, traceability, food 
safety, stockmanship, 
environment protection, 
feed assurance and eating 
quality 







Beef and Lamb animal 
welfare, traceability, food 
safety, stockmanship, 
environment protection, 
feed assurance and eating 
quality 
Feed, farm, transport, 
auction and processing 
Freedom Foods10 UK Animal Welfare 
Farm, transport, auction 
and processing (abattoir 
only) 
Soil Association11 UK Organic compliance 
Feed, farm, auction and 
processing (abattoir 
only) 
Pasture-Fed12 UK Pasture feeding compliance Farm 
  
                                                          
5 https://www.lmcni.com/fs/doc/publications/fqas-standard-and-rules-april-2014.pdf  




7 http://www.fawl.co.uk/images/FAWLProducerManual_English.pdf  
8  http://www.qsmbeefandlamb.co.uk/books/scheme-operating-guide/index.html 




11 http://www.soilassociation.org/farmersgrowers/technicalinformation/beefcattle  
12 http://www.pastureforlife.org/media/2014/03/PFLA-standards.pdf  
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1.2.3.2. Relationships in the Meat Industry 
Relationship quality in UK meat supply chains is dependent on whether the relationship is 
upstream or downstream. UK farmer-processor relationships tend to be of poorer quality 
than processor to retailer relationships, with good communication flow between 
stakeholders being the upmost determining factor of relationship goodness (Fischer et al., 
2008). The resistance to collaboration among the supply chain is often characterised by 
stakeholders trying to maintain their independence, and not trusting their counterparts in 
the supply chain, particularly at the farming to processing level. Levels of mistrust are high 
among UK beef farmers, with these farmers not trusting their direct (processor) or indirect 
links (retailer) in the chain for many reasons, but particularly due to price pressure, and 
with reducing margins in the direction of the farmer, trust is even harder to maintain 
(Fischer et al., 2007). 
 
The further upstream (towards the farmer) in the chain, the more pronounced the effect 
price wars and retailer demands can be, with the farmer in the last place position to be able 
to mitigate against profit dilution from downstream stakeholders. A theory penned by 
Williamson (1975) suggested that each supply chain stakeholder is inclined to look after 
their own profit interests, and the stakeholder that is perceived to have the most power, 
i.e. the retailer, is in an optimal position, therefore, beef farmers and processors will be in a 
comparably weaker position (Cox, Chicksand and Palmer, 2007). It is a common perception 
that retailers hold the overarching power within the supply chain. However, Simons et al. 
(2003) identified that buyer dominance exists at multiple stages in the supply chain; the 
retailer will have buyer dominance over the processor, and the processor over the farmer. 
Fischer et al., (2009) argued that relationships are less sustainable when a power imbalance 
exists, and in the UK beef chain the processor-farmer relationship is perceived more 
negatively that than of the retailer- processor relationship. A similar study by Fischer et al. 
in 2008 revealed that, equal power balance between the farmer and the processor was a 
determining factor in relationship quality. 
 
1.2.3.3. Agri-Food Marketing 
A general disconnection between consumers and agriculture exists (Pratt and Wayne, 1995; 
Kirwan, 2006), indicating that agricultural marketing is not performing its intended 
function. However, this may be a factor of companies/industries failing to recognise 
consumer preferences/wants/needs (pull strategies), which are considered essential in 
marketing and branding strategies (Kohls and Uhl, 1990; Beverland, 2007; Everett and 
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Slocum, 2013), requiring a differentiating strategy or product/brand mechanism to help 
reconnect the consumer with agriculture (Ilbery et al., 2005). McEachern and Warnaby, 
(2005) highlighted the importance of ensuring consumers have the opportunity to gain 
knowledge about products through marketing and promotion. While marketing activities 
can be a source of competitive advantage for companies and ultimately help profit margins 
(Lao Jr., 2001), it requires time, money and long term commitment.  
 
1.3. DEFINING CONCEPTS 
As stated previously, this thesis explores the barriers to and opportunities for optimal 
performance in the NI beef supply chain. It is therefore necessary to understand what is 
meant by optimal performance. In this case, optimal performance is a factor of 
competiveness and resiliency in the supply chain (Optimal Performance= Competitiveness + 
Resiliency), and optimal performance should be considered as a competitive and resilient 
supply chain. Therefore, it is best to define what is meant by ‘Competitiveness’ and 
‘Resiliency’ in this context. When inferences are made to optimal performance throughout 




According the Business Dictionary (2017b), competitiveness refers to the ‘…ability of a firm 
or nation to offer products and services that meet the quality standards of the local and 
world markets at prices that are competitive and provide adequate returns on resources 
employed or consumed in producing them.’  Alternatively, the European Commission (EC) 
highlighted that competitiveness ‘…refers to…the ability of companies to compete in 
domestic and global markets…[and]…the capacity of…countries to support the development 
of businesses.’ (European Commission, 2017). Derived from Porter’s (1990) theory on ‘The 
Competitive Advantage of Nations’, Gorton and Davidova (2001) stated there are two 
factors influencing competitiveness - price and differentiated product quality.  
 
However, as Banse et al., (1999) suggested, there is no single definition of competitiveness 
that has gained universal acceptance. Therefore, in light of this, our definition has been 
adapted and competitiveness defined as: 
‘Competitiveness describes to the capability and performance of a business, sector or 
country to compete and supply goods and/or services at a favourable price and of an 
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expected standard, while providing satisfactory returns, in their respective marketplace in 
relation to other businesses, sectors or countries engaged in the same market.’ 
 
1.3.2. Resiliency 
Christopher and Peck (2004, p.4), described supply chain resilience as ‘the ability of a 
system to return to its original state or move to a new, more desirable state after being 
disturbed,’ implying that the disturbance has a negative impact on the supply chain. 
Alternatively, Ponomarov and Holcomb (2009, p.131) defined supply chain resilience as 
‘…the adaptive capability of the supply chain to prepare for unexpected events, respond to 
disruptions and recover from them by maintaining continuity of operations over structure 
and function.’ Tukamuhabwa et al. (2015, p.5599) took this definition further and included 
dimension of time and cost stating, supply chain resilience is ‘…respond[ing] to distributions 
to make a timely and cost effective recovery…’.  
 
Considering the variation in these definitions, it was important to define resiliency in a 
manner that was relatable to the NI beef industry and this thesis. Therefore the definition 
was considered loosely as, ‘the ability to bounce back/recover from supply chain events,’ 
where events can refer to the current status quo, i.e. can the NI beef industry continue to 
operate in the future as it is presently? 
 
Leat and Revoredo-Ghia (2013) suggested that competitiveness and resiliency are closely 
linked, in that, a supply chain which has developed resiliency is able to cope better with 
unpredictability, thereby achieving competitiveness over their competitors. Furthermore, 
Tukamuhabwa et al. (2015) also discussed the relationship between resiliency and 
competitiveness, and suggested that resilience in the supply chain is important in the short 
term, but also for long term competitiveness. Competitiveness and resiliency (along with 
sustainability and consumer expectation management) were recognised specifically by a 
Chatham House Report in 2009 as essential to securing future success in food supply chains 
(Ambler-Edwards et al., 2009). It has been argued that understanding supply chain 
resiliency, and therefore understanding the barriers to supply chain performance is 
becoming increasingly important for supply chain stakeholders, particularly in complex 
supply chains (Brandon-Jones et al., 2014). In addition, in order to embed resilience and 
ensure continuous improvement and performance in food supply chains, innovative 
opportunities must be understood and developed (Manning and Soon, 2016). As figure 1.3 
demonstrates, the beef supply chain is extremely complex, with high competition in a low 
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margin- high volume market. This indicates the importance of identifying barriers to more 
optimal performance in the NI beef supply chain and to understand hurdles involved in 
creating a more resilient and competitive beef market in NI.  
 
Defining these two terms under optimal performance leads onto the research rationale and 
thus, the research aims and question. 
 
1.3.3. Intrinsic and Extrinsic Quality 
Cues about quality can be intrinsic or extrinsic (Olsen and Jacoby, 1972). Intrinsic refers to 
the physical aspects or features of the product, such as colour, shape and appearance 
(Bernués, Olalzola and Corcoran, 2003). Extrinsic cues relate to the product but are not 
physically part of it and will not be experienced upon use or consumption (Bernués, 
Olalzola and Corcoran, 2003). They include origin, animal welfare certifications, brand and 
other assurance certifications. Throughout this thesis inferences to quality are made and 
where appropriate, the context as to whether it refers to intrinsic or extrinsic quality is 
signposted. If references to intrinsic or extrinsic are not made, it should be assumed that 
quality relates to both intrinsic and extrinsic parameters. 
 
1.4. RESEARCH ORIGINS, RATIONALE, AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
1.4.1. Research Origins 
The Going For Growth Strategy, published by the AFSB in 201313, provided 
recommendations for the industry and government. It identified the need to review the NI 
total supply chain to identify risks and opportunities. Furthermore, it introduced 7 major 
themes; 1) growing market share, 2) working together, 3) sustainable growth, 4) 
innovation, entrepreneurship and skills, 5) better regulation, 6) financing growth and 7) 
food fortress. There was an emphasis placed on ‘there is only one supply chain’ highlighting 
the need to unite and operate as one, sharing the same goals. 
 
Under the Going for Growth Strategy, the beef and sheep industry in NI is expected to 
increase annual turnover by 65% and increase external sales by 78%, by 2020 (AFSB, 2013). 
A recent report by the AFSB (2016), suggested that the beef and sheep industry are 
progressing towards these targets. The AFSB in 2013 outlined that farmers must place more 
importance on commercial performance, and that the supply chain must seek to improve 





economies of scale, technical output and efficiencies via larger scale finishing units, as well 
as improve communication. Furthermore, it was recommended that a PGI for red meat 
(potentially on an all-Ireland basis) be explored. Consequently, DAERA in Northern Ireland 
outlined priority research areas aligned to their agri-food industry growth strategies and 
goals for 2010-202014, and goal 1 aims to help the industry prepare for future market 
opportunities and economic challenges. Figure 1.5 illustrates the policy connections 
between the Going for Growth strategy, DAERA strategy and this PhD project. 
 
This project is aligned to the 2014/15 DAERA Priority Area (PRA) of, ‘Northern Ireland Total 
Supply Chain’ which outlines the need to identify the Unique Selling Points (USPs) of NI 
produce, and understand the competitiveness and resiliency of the total supply chain by 
identifying barriers to optimal performance.  
 
1.4.2. Research Rationale 
As red meat (beef and lamb) is the largest sector accounting for approximately 28% of the 
annual turnover in the total agri-good industry, it was deemed fitting to start with this 
subsector as it has the potential to make the most impact. The task of researching both 
sheep and beef sectors using a whole chain approach would be constrained within the time 
allocated and is therefore impractical. The ongoing decline in beef farming as a primary 
farming endeavour, the increasing reliance on dairy farms to supplement the beef herd and 
concerns about the profitability and long term competitiveness and resiliency of the NI beef 
industry have all contributed to the rationale for selecting the beef sector over the sheep 
sector. 
 
In light of DAERA and the AFSB outlining the need to research the total supply chain in NI, 
there is significant evidence to suggest that the beef supply chain as a whole entity is under 
investigated, in relation to identifying weaknesses and areas of improvement along the 
length of the supply chain. Little or no studies have aimed to examine the beef chain from a 
holistic/whole perspective, taking into account multiple stakeholders in the chain, including 
any indirect intermediaries, for example, government. Nor have studies examined a unique 
region within a country characterised by extremely fragmented production, oligopolistic 
processing and a ‘devolved’ agricultural governing structure. The holistic identification of 
barriers to and opportunities for optimal performance in the beef chain from multiple 





stakeholder perspectives represents a unique aspect of this research.  Many studies to date 





Figure 1.5: Origins of and Connections between the Going for Growth Strategy, DAERA Strategy and this PhD Project
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It is also evident that the direct comparison of two UK beef supply chains, i.e. Northern 
Ireland and Scotland, in terms of their assurance schemes and supporting practices (which 
form an integral role within the beef supply chain), as a benchmarking exercise is limited. 
This suggestion is backed up by Spriggs, Hobbs and Fearne (2000), who investigated beef 
farmer perceptions of farm assurance schemes in the UK and Canada. The authors 
proposed there is limited academic literature on farm assurance schemes and where 
literature exists it tends to be restricted to one country. While NI and Scotland are part of 
the one country (UK), they are distinct regions with devolved governmental structures, 
therefore could be considered different. Benchmarking Northern Irish practices against 
Scottish practices may enable the embedding of successful supply chain initiatives and 
lessons from one country to another that are relatively similar with respect to beef. In 
addition, the presentation of results back to representatives of the NI beef supply chain, 
from an academic and perceived neutral position represents another unique aspect of this 
study. The context of this introduction has indicated the importance of the beef industry to 
the economic growth and sustainability in NI, and has reinforced the importance of 
ensuring continued growth and development of this subsector and the wider agri-food 
industry. 
 
1.4.3. Research Question and Aims 
This thesis aims to answer the overall research question: How can the optimal 
performance of the NI beef supply chain be improved? through the multiple aims set out 
below. These aims will be addressed using a multiple method approach (see chapter 2). 
1. Identify the barriers (internal and external) to optimal performance in the NI beef 
supply chain, taking into account the various stages/areas within the NI beef chain, 
i.e. farming, processing, retailing and governance, 
2. Compare and contrast (benchmark) the NI beef industry against the practices of the 
Scotch beef industry using a case study approach, 
3. Understand the impact of the current marketing structure of NI beef on optimal 
performance, and to identify the unique attributes of NI beef which could be 
marketed to highlight benefits of NI beef, 
4. Understand the potential scope of a PGI approach, similar to Scotch Beef PGI within 
NI on an NI and All-Ireland basis, 
5. Identify perceptions of inter-stakeholder relationships in the NI beef supply chain to 
understand their impact on optimal performance, and understand how a more 
collaborative supply chain can of benefit to the NI beef industry, 
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6. Complete a workshop with representatives from the NI beef industry to feedback 
and triangulate study results, and facilitate a collective discussion on triggers for 
change in the industry. 
 
It is important to note that some of these aims (1, 2, 3) are at least partially predefined as 
per criteria set out under the PRA of ‘Northern Ireland Total Supply Chain’ by DAERA (see 
figure 1.5). 
 
1.5. THESIS LAYOUT 
The majority of results chapters (chapters 3, 5, 6 and 7) are presented by theme using data 
collected and collated from four studies involving multiple stakeholders. Chapter 4 presents 
findings (and methodology) from the case study into Scottish beef industry (study 1). 
Chapter 8 highlights the findings (and methodology) from the workshop with stakeholders 
(study 6). A summary and general discussion of findings can be found in chapter 9, along 
with conclusions and overall ‘take home’ recommendation. Recommendations specific to 
each chapter/topic are contained in each chapter. Limitations are addressed in the overall 
general discussion section as results are collated from a collection of studies using similar 
methods.  
 
1.5.1. Chapter 2- Methodological Approach and Design 
Chapter 2 contains an overview of the methods used to collect and analyse the data from 
semi-structured interviews with farmers, processors, retailers, government, lobby bodies, 
industry bodies and research institutions. In circumstances where the method differs, the 
method used will be highlighted in the relevant chapters. 
 
1.5.2. Chapter Three- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Nodenal (Internal) and 
External Barriers in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
This chapter presents results from collection of 5 themes found within the data from 
interviews with the multiple stakeholder groups. It highlights the barriers to optimal 
performance at each stage (node) of the supply chain, including farming, processing, 




1.5.3. Chapter Four- Deconstruction of the Contributing Success Factors of Scotch 
Beef Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) 
Chapter 4 provides a deconstruction of the perceived contributory success factors of Scotch 
Beef PGI, as revealed from a desk top review of available literature from grey and peer 
reviewed sources.  
 
1.5.4. Chapter Five- Perceived Marketing Barriers to Optimal Performance and 
Opportunities for Improvement within the NI Beef Supply Chain 
This chapter presents stakeholder views on the NI beef marketing structure presently. In 
addition, it explores potential opportunities for improvement in NI beef marketing and 
promotion, including the appropriateness of a PGI as a marketing tool/strategy. 
 
1.5.5. Chapter Six- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Supply Chain Relationships in 
the NI Beef Supply Chain, with a Focus on the Farmer- Processor Dyad 
Chapter 6 explores the relationships in the NI beef supply chain from a multiple stakeholder 
perspective, with a focus on the farmer-processor relationships. This relationship was 
deemed to be the most adversarial and there are significant differences between farmers 
and processors on how aspects of this relationship are perceived.  
 
1.5.6. Chapter Seven- Future Opportunities to Improve the Optimal Performance of 
the NI Beef Supply Chain 
This chapter summarises the perceived opportunities in the beef supply chain but argues 
that there is a need for closer collaboration among stakeholders in order to fully grasp and 
succeed in opportunities. 
 
1.5.7. Chapter Eight- Use of an Action Research Technique to Facilitate a 
Collaborative Workshop for Collective Action among Northern Ireland Beef 
Industry Stakeholders 
This last research chapter highlights the use of an action research method to facilitate a 
workshop with stakeholders in the NI beef industry. In addition, it highlights the findings 
from the facilitated discussion topics and the role the workshop can play in leveraging 
collective action in the NI beef industry. 
 
1.5.8. Chapter Nine- General Discussion and Conclusions 
The general discussion chapter provides a brief summary of the chapter findings before 
presenting proposals for the future of the NI beef industry, based on thesis findings. It 
proposes a system of Right Product- Right System-Right- Right Incentive- Right Platform. 
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Implications for industry and policy, strengths and limitations of this thesis, and thoughts 
for future research are also highlighted. The chapter concludes with an overall ‘take home’ 
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2. Chapter 2- Methodological Approach and Design 
 
2.1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter outlines the approach taken to help answer the overall research question of 
how can the optimal performance of the NI beef supply chain be improved?  
 
Several qualitative methodologies were used, including semi structured interviews (studies 
2-5), a case study (study 1) and a participant workshop (study 6). This methods section will 
outline the approach taken, as well as provide an overview of the methods used. However, 
this chapter will primarily discuss the methodology behind semi structured interviewing 
and thematic analysis (studies 2-5/ chapters 3, 5, 6 & 7), as to prevent methodology 
repetitiveness within these chapters. Studies 2-5 involved interviews with 4 stakeholder 
groups; farmers [2], processors [3], government, research, industry and lobby bodies [4] 
and retailers [5], and used thematic analysis to analyse the data. The methodologies and 
rationale for the case study (study 1) and participant workshop (study 6) can be found 
within chapters 4 and 8, respectively.  An overview of qualitative research is provided 
before the procedures taken for semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis are 
presented.  
 
Ethical approval was gained for the methods and all studies prior to commencement of 
data collection from the Queen’s University, Belfast Research Ethics Committee and data 
collection carried out in line with guidelines set out in the Declaration of Helsinki.  
 
2.1.1. Approach and Rationale for Mixed Qualitative Methodology 
 To help answer this question and fulfil the aims set out in chapter 1, a pragmatic approach 
was used. Pragmatism is considered an alternative approach that enables flexibility and 
suggests that there are multiple (or singular) ways in which data can be collected and 
analysed to solve practical problems within a real life context (Dewey, 1925; Rorty, 1999; 
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Feilzer, 2010). In other words, this type of approach enables 
the researcher to choose method(s)/technique(s) that are independent of theoretical 
constraints. 
 
For this research, a pragmatic view is believed to be a more appropriate approach 
compared to a theoretical approach, given the varying themes and theory areas related to 
the aims, i.e. this thesis covers a wide range of diverse topics such as, marketing and 
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relationship dynamics. Furthermore, as a pragmatic view lends itself to various approaches 
(Patton, 1990; Creswell, 2009), it is therefore warranted so that knowledge about the 
problems (barriers) and opportunities can be derived from multiple sources (various 
stakeholder groups) and methods (interviews, case study and participant workshop). The 
use of multiple methods as opposed to a single method enables triangulation of findings. As 
Patton (1999, p. 1192) states, ‘…triangulation is based on the premise that no single method 
ever adequately solves the problems…Because each method reveals different aspects of 
empirical reality, multiple methods…provide more grist for the research mill.’  
 
2.1.2. Qualitative Research 
Traditionally used in the social science disciplines, qualitative research encompasses many 
techniques including interviews, observations, focus groups, workshops and case studies to 
collect data in the form of text, audio and visual for analysis. Analysis techniques for 
qualitative research comprises of thematic analysis, conversation analysis, observation 
analysis and content analysis, amongst others (Dean, Raats and Lähteenmäki, 2015; 
Silverman 2006; Silverman, 2010). Qualitative approaches are applicable when the 
exploration and understanding of individuals or organisations is required to answer 
multifaceted questions about certain behaviours or phenomenon within these 
organisations or structures. Said approaches enable the researcher to explore the theories 
and perceptions of participants concerning the research question in hand in order to 
compile rich, detailed data for analysis and interpretation. Qualitative approaches are 
typically viewed as flexible, enabling the researcher to be responsive to changes (Silverman, 
2006), which is important in this research. Quantitative methods on their own would fail to 
answer the complex questions associated with this this type of exploratory research. As 
Atieno (2009, p. 17) suggests ‘…quantitative data is based on qualitative judgement’ and 
therefore numerical data can’t be fully interpreted without understanding the assumptions 
behind them. 
 
Despite the positives aspects of qualitative research, it is important to consider the 
drawbacks. Time constraints are at the forefront of any research and all projects are 
restricted by deadlines of some fashion. Therefore, careful consideration of the data 
collection methods is required. Qualitative data collection can be more burdensome than 
quantitative data collection, thus it is important to have a clearly defined research question 
(s) to ensure you are collecting the correct amount and detail of data and not ‘over 
collecting’. For example, one to one interviews can take significant time to complete and 
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can be expensive, therefore the issue of knowing how many interviews to complete and 
how long and detailed each interview should be considered prior to data collection as to 
meet budgetary and time constraints. Qualitative research has traditionally been plagued 
by concerns around reliability, validity and credibility. This may be the case because the 
measures of reliability and validity have been considered as absolute measures as they are 
in quantitative research, rather than as a factor of researcher effort or ability to ensure 
credibility in results as is the case in qualitative research (Patton, 1999; Golafshani, 2003). 
Qualitative research can provide reliable, valid and credible results through procedures and 
steps taken by the researcher such as pilot studies (reliability) and triangulation (validity), 
thereby adding creditability to the research (Patton, 1999; Golafshani, 2003). 
 
2.1.3. Overview of Qualitative Methods Used 
Figure 2.1 illustrates the 3 qualitative methods (semi-structured interviews, case study and 
participant workshop), encompassed within this thesis and cross referenced with the 
relevant aims that each study addressed and the corresponding chapters. 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Overview of the Mixed Methodology and the Relevant Input Aims and Output 
Chapters (described below in more detail) 
 
Study 1 used a case study approach to investigating the Scotch Beef industry/system. This 
was an essential exercise to address aim 2 (compare and contrast the Scotch Beef industry 
with the NI beef industry). The findings of the case study are written up in chapter 3 and 
used within chapter 4 to compare against the NI beef sector. The case study is outside the 
main body of the flow chart to illustrate it as a separate, devolved study that did not 
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influence studies 2-5, and was completed first as to ensure there was reduced bias that 
could have evolved from stakeholder interviews.  
 
Studies 2-5 all followed a semi-structured interview and thematic analysis format to help 
address aims 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 (see aims in chapter 1). A rapid review of literature informed 
interview schedule topics and questioning, some of which were pre- defined by criteria set 
out by the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DEARA) (the funding 
body). Subsequently, chapters 3, 5, 6 and 7 were written. Chapter 3 relates to aim 1, 
chapter 5 to aims 3 and 4, and contributes to aim 2, and chapter 6 and 7 relate to aim 5. 
 
The final study was a workshop with representatives of the NI beef industry (some of which 
were participants in studies 2-5), following an action research methodology to encourage a 
collective action (or collaborative) response among the NI beef industry (see chapter 8). 
The main aim here was to feedback results from studies 1-5 to triangulate and validate the 
findings (aim 6). The remainder of this methods chapter is dedicated to discussing the 
methodology for the studies that used semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis 
(studies 2-5). Case study and action research workshop methodologies can be found in 
chapters 4 and 8, respectively.  
 
2.1.4. Overview of Interview Methods 
Qualitative interviews aim to ‘...understand the world from the subjects’ point of view, to 
unfold the meaning of their experiences…’ and involve interaction between the interviewer 
and the interviewee ‘…conversing about a theme of mutual interest.’ (Kvale and Brinkmann, 
2009, p.1 & 2). Interviews can take several forms, including structured, semi-structured and 
conversational, as outlined by Dean, Raats and Lähteenmäki (2015), and the interview 
approach consists of several phases involving designing, interviewing, transcribing, 
analysing, verifying and reporting (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). 
 
For all interview based studies (2-5), a semi-structured approach to interviewing was taken 
to elicit responses concerning the beef supply chain in Northern Ireland (NI).  Semi-
structured interviews were deemed the most advantageous type of interview for this 
research due to the flexibility they provide to explore emerging areas of interests, yet 
enables the use of prompts and guiding questions by the researcher so that key points can 
be addressed. Semi-structured interviews also provide a platform that is more convenient 
to the participant, i.e. the researcher can travel to the participant at a time and location 
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convenient to them. In addition, focus groups were considered but dismissed due to 
concerns about organisation and logistics, and concerns about stronger personalities 
dominating focus group discussions. 
 
The one to one basis of interviews can sometimes be uncomfortable for the participant, 
meaning they may hold back for fear of revealing something they should not. It is therefore 
important that the interviewer put the participant at ease, gain their trust and reassure 
them of their anonymity. The interviewer also needs to be aware of how their level of 
participation and the need to fill gaps in conversation can affect the validity and 
objectiveness of the study (Dean, Raats and Lähteenmäki, 2015; Kvale and Brinkmann, 
2009).  
 
Methods to ensure and improve reliability include, the use of an interview schedule, 
carrying out a pilot study, recording of interviews, interviewing to saturation and inter-
coding of data (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2006). Employing a sampling 
framework (purposeful vs theoretical), participant validation, triangulation and evidence 
ranking are means of improving the validity of the study, therefore providing contextual 
generalisability to the research (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2006).  
 
2.2. METHODOLOGY 
The methodology for studies 2-5 which included farmers (study 2), processors (study 3), 
government, research, lobby and industry bodies (GRLIB) (study 4) and retailers (study 5) 
are outlined below. These studies aimed to understand stakeholder perceptions of the NI 
beef supply chain in NI using semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis. 
 
2.2.1. Interview Sampling Framework 
A sample of beef supply chain stakeholders (n=56) in various functions and organisations 
were selected and interviewed either face to face or by telephone for the participants 
convenience, between March 2015 and November 2016. The breakdown of study 
participants and their variables are highlighted in table 2.1. Each sampling framework 
employed for each supply chain stage was purposeful (a combination of convenience and 
snowball sampling) in order to capture essential functions and organisational and 



























































Processor A 5 
Processors B 5 
Processor C 4 
Processor D 4 
Functions Business Development 1 
Technical 2 
Supply Chain 1 














Local Government 4 
Research 2 
Industry Body 1 






Retailer A 5 
Retailer B 1 
Retailer C 2 
Retailer D 1 
Size Category Small 1 
Medium 1 
Large 2 
Type Category Mainstream 2 
High end 1 
Local 1 










For farmers, age ranged from 20 to 76 years, all were male and all 6 counties were 
considered, with a minimum of 2 interviews per county, ensuring a spread throughout 
Northern Ireland. At the time of the study, the latest Farm Structure Survey published in 
2010 by the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) (now Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs [DAERA]) stated the average age of a Northern 
Irish farmer as 57 years old and that 55% of farmers in Northern Ireland are 55 years  or 
older. For this study, younger farmers were considered farmers in their 20, 30’s and 40’s, 
(n=9) and older farmers in their 50’s, 60’s and 70’s (n=11). 
 
Furthermore, different stages of the beef production were considered, i.e. sucking (n=7) 
and finishing (n=13). For this purpose, the suckler farmer was defined as a farmer that 
breeds and rears the progeny to a defined age but does not sell them to a processor, 
instead selling through live auction or private selling to other farmers on a live weight basis. 
The finishing farmer was defined as a farmer that rears cattle from a certain age and 
‘finishes’ them for slaughter, therefore selling to processors on a deadweight basis. Farmers 
that have closed herd and suckle through to finish were considered as finishers and those 
farmers that finished animals but sold through auction were considered in the suckle 
category due to the type business transactions that occurred. It was important to capture 
both suckler and finishing farmers’ perceptions as they have different interactions and 
transactions within the chain. However, this turned out to not have an impact.  
 
Interviewing 4 out of the 5 large processors ensured the majority of the beef processing 
industry were represented. Interviews were carried out with participants of middle 
management to director level, who worked in various functions (see table 2.1), to ensure a 
range of disciplines and that several supply chain interfaces were captured, i.e. some 
participants interfaced with farmers and others with customers such as retailers. 
 
The GRLIB group of interviewees were diverse in terms of discipline but were included 
together as they all sit outside the direct functioning of the NI beef supply chain, in a non-
transactional/commercial role. These stakeholders are indirect partners in the supply chain, 
in supportive positions, that feed into the supply chain at relevant points. A wide range of 
opinions were captured from a range of the key organisations and persons at middle/ 




By capturing large, medium and smaller retailers, a wide range of retailer types 
(mainstream, local and high end) and a range of participant management levels (director, 
senior and middle), it ensured a range of opinions were gained. 
 
2.2.2. Recruitment 
Study participants were recruited through several means including through the Ulster 
Farmers’ Union (UFU), auction markets with the aid of the Livestock and Meat Commission 
(LMC), Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA), industry 
contacts in the Institute for Global Food Security (IGFS) at Queen’s University, Belfast, 
AgriSearch (agricultural research institute), mutual third parties and personal contacts 
made throughout the process. Potential respondents were initially contacted via email or 
telephone call to register their interest in participating.  
 
2.2.3. Semi Structured Interview Data Collection Procedures 
Following a rapid review of literature, an interview schedule was compiled entailing 
exploratory questions on the following topics (table 2.2) to elicit perceptions from the 
supply chain stakeholders. Examples of questions posed to participants are detailed below 
(table 2.2) under each topic area. Each interview schedule for the respective stakeholder 
groups was similar but tailored or altered slightly to either ‘challenge’ perceptions of other 
stakeholders, or to gain supplementary information. Interview schedules can be found in 
appendix 2. 
 
Table 2.2: Topic Areas Explored and Example Questions Posed to Participants 
Topic areas Example questions 
Optimal performance (competitiveness and 
resiliency) of the beef industry 
What is holding back and prohibiting the growth 
and development of the NI beef industry? 
Marketing Unique Selling Points of beef What aspects of NI beef are worth marketing? 
What are the USP of NI beef? How do you view the 
current marketing set up for beef in NI? 
Perceptions of NIBL FQAS What are the problems or drawbacks associated 
with belonging to this scheme? 
Merits and disadvantages of an approach 
similar to Scotch Beef PGI 
How do you view a PGI approach to assurance? As 
a farmer, what would you need to happen or 
change in order for a scheme like this to be 
successful? 
Relationship dynamics in the supply chain How would you describe the typical relationship 
between you as the farmer and the processor? 
 
The interview schedule was piloted, within each stakeholder set, for clarity, understanding, 
reliability and timing and subsequently minor revisions were made in response to pilot 
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interviews. Prior to interview, a screening questionnaire was completed to determine the 
participant’s eligibility to take part. Participant information and consent forms were 
completed by participants prior to commencing the interview and participants were invited 
to ask any additional questions or raise any concerns. Participants were provided with 
copies of the consent form for their own reference. 
 
All interviews were recorded with the permission of the participant and were completed to 
the point of saturation, where no new data emerged. Upon completion, recordings were 
professionally transcribed verbatim and a selection (approximately 10%) were reviewed by 
the interviewer for accuracy and reliability. 
 
2.2.4. Interview Data Analysis Procedures- Thematic Analysis 
Interview transcripts were analysed and coded using thematic analysis which focuses on 
identifying, recording and interpreting common configurations or themes within a rich data 
set. Thematic analysis is regarded as a foundational method to analysing qualitative 
research (Braun and Clarke, 2006). It was deemed appropriate for these set of interview 
based studies as they were collecting rich and detailed base line data from a range of 
stakeholders, independent of theoretical considerations (Braun and Clarke, 2006), 
therefore lending itself to the aforementioned pragmatic approach. As Braun and Clarke 
(2006) ascertain, the flexibility of thematic analysis means it can be a realist approach to 
report the experiences, meanings and reality of participants and likewise, can be 
constructivist method to examine ways in which events and experiences effect actions or 
operations within society/agency. Thematic analysis does not quantify responses like 
content analysis does, but rather, looks for themes and patterns in in the data, for which, 
content analysis has been accused of overlooking in favour of quantification (Morgan, 
19983; Vaismoradi, Turunen and Bondas, 2013). 
 
To familiarise the researcher with the data, all transcripts were initially read and re-read a 
minimum of 2 times prior to any coding.  Sample transcripts within each interview set 
(usually 1-2 transcripts, depending on total number in the set) were randomly selected and 
independently coded using qualitative analysis software, Nvivo 11 (QSR International Pty 
Ltd, Doncaster, Victoria, Australia) by two coders, the primary coder (SB) and secondary 
coder (FL or MF). Transcripts from interviews with farmers were coded using a bottom up 
approach (inductive), which is appropriate as there were no previous studies considering 
the complex and multifaceted phenomenon at the NI level (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). A 
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bottom up approach is a process of coding the data without trying to make derived codes 
fit into an existing coding frame (Braun and Clarke, 2006), and this ensured that the analysis 
was driven by the available data. As interviews with the other stakeholder groups 
(processors, retailers and GRLIB) followed a similar schedule and yielded similar constructs 
within the data, coding of these data sets followed a top down (deductive) approach 
(informed by farmer data analysis), to compare categorisations at different stages 
(stakeholder groups) (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) in the supply chain. First 
level coding was completed for all data sets. 
 
For each interview set, the primary coder (SB) and the secondary coder (FL or MF) each 
independently coded a sample transcript(s) at the start of the coding process and discussed 
and reached a consensus on the preliminary codes that emerged, ensuring the inter-rater 
reliability and validity of codes generated. A coding manual was subsequently created and 
all remaining transcripts were coded by SB using the coding manual. Following completion 
of primary coding, the secondary coder verified codes established by independently coding 
further transcripts to ensuring the reliability of coding. Table 2.3 shows the steps taken for 
each interview set and the similarity between coders. A consensus of all codes was reached 
between coders through discussion of coding differences and coders were satisfied no new 
data had emerged, which ensures an inter-rater reliability of 1. 
 























Farmers 20 2 2 95% Yes  
Processors 18 2 1 97% Yes  
GRLIB 9 1 1 90% Yes  
Retailers 9 1 2 94% Yes 
Second transcript 
independently 
coded due to 
coding 
dissimilarity (74% 
agreement) in the 




Codes were then arranged into themes (bottom up) or assigned to themes if already 
established (top down). Codes and themes were later revisited in all data sets to ensure the 
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themes and codes were appropriately categorised and to check there was sufficient 
distinction between themes, therefore ensuring the validity of data analysis. 
 
Throughout chapters 3, 5, 6 and 7, illustrative quotes from anonymised participants will be 
used to provide evidence of code reasoning. The quote will demonstrate what stakeholder 




GRLIB= Government, Research, Lobby and Industry Bodies 
 
2.2.5. Robustness of Methodology 
Reliability and validity were ensured throughout the data collection and data analysis 
phases by ensuring the use of a sampling framework (validity), an interview schedule 
(reliability), pilot studies (reliability) and interceding (reliability) and via the recording 
interviews (reliability) and interviewing to the point where no new data emerged, i.e. to 
saturation (reliability). These measures were employed in all interview and data sets.  
 
The subsequent chapters will provide the results of this PhD thesis. Chapters 3, 5, 6 and 7 
(semi structured interviews and thematic analysis chapters) are written up by theme, 
providing a multiple stakeholder perspective on the theme of interest. Chapters 4 and 8 
(case study and workshop) will present the results of these studies, before a general 
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3. Chapter Three- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Nodenal (Internal) and External 
Barriers in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
 
3.1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter examines the perceptions of stakeholders relating to the barriers to optimal 
performance at different stages (known as nodes) in the Northern Ireland (NI) beef supply 
chain (aim 1). The data presented was collected in qualitative interview studies involving 
farmers, processors, retailers, government, lobby bodies, industry bodies and research 
institutions (n=56), designed to elicit multiple perspectives on supply chain barriers. These 
barriers are important in understanding; how can the optimal performance of the NI beef 
supply chain be improved? The first section will provide a brief review of relevant 
literature. Results and discussion will follow, before a conclusion section.  
 
3.1.1. Competitiveness and Resiliency factors in Agri-Food Industries: Theoretical 
Considerations 
It is estimated that world population will be approximately 9 billion by 2050 and will require 
at least double the amount of food currently produced to secure food for everyone (United 
Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 2015; Monsanto, 2017), particularly 
meat, with consumption in developing countries such as China and India increasing 
(Bruinsma, 2003; Monsanto, 2017). Additionally, there are concerns that the capacity of 
world agriculture is not sufficient to produce food for the increasing population 
(Alexandratos and Bruinsma, 2012), suggesting that the productivity of agriculture is sub-
optimal. The optimal performance of agricultural supply chains to ensure the 
competitiveness and resiliency of businesses is an important area of research within 
agricultural disciplines. The need to ensure the longevity of agriculture is extremely 
important, particularly to secure food for the substantial anticipated increase in world 
population. 
 
The poor productivity, profitability and efficiency of beef production systems, a 
consequence of multiple factors including poor feed efficiency, genetic selection, land 
fragmentation, high input costs and dependence on subsidy, have been extensively 
reported by industry and academic sources in NI, the UK and other European countries 
(Gorton and Davidova, 2001; Rodriguez et al., 2008; Angus et al., 2009; Bernués et al., 2011; 
Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011; EBLEX, 2012; Hill, 2012; Howley et al., 2012; Agri-Food 
Strategy Board (AFSB), 2013; Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB) Beef 
and Lamb, 2015a; Best, 2015; Kristkova and Coque, 2015; Hanrahan, 2016). Beef farming 
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systems, although less intensive than pig or poultry production, are still regarded as an 
extensive discipline, particularly within NI which is dominated by small and fragmented 
beef production and part time (hobby) farmers, resulting in inefficiency and thus poor 
economies of scale and profitability (Hughes, 1998; Gorton and Davidova, 2001).  
 
On the other side as inferred previously, a more oligopolistic structure exists at the 
processing and retailing nodes in NI and consequently, they are believed to be less resilient 
to disruption than more aggregated nodes, i.e. farming (Rice and Caniato, 2003; Craighead 
et al., 2007; Erol, Sauser and Mansouri, 2010; Wakolbinger and Cruz, 2011; Carvalho, 
Maleki and Cruz-Machado, 2012). In addition to the concerns about production systems, 
the tight profit margins throughout the beef supply chain, for example, processing and 
retailing, have also been reported (AFSB, no date; National Farmers Union, no date; Klein et 
al., 1996; Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011; Vinter, 2013; Moran, 2015), although tight profit 
margins at processing and retailing nodes are often contested by other supply chain 
stakeholders (Klein et al., 1996; Simons et al., 2003; Cox, Chicksand and Palmer, 2007; 
Frances, Simons and Bourlakis, 2008; Free, 2008; EBLEX, 2012; Bowman et al., 2013). The 
long term unprofitability of the NI beef sector presents challenges to assuming a 
competitive position in an increasingly globalised market place, reducing the resiliency of 
the sector to respond to unpredictable changes in the environment.  
 
External shocks in the environment, those that can’t be controlled by supply chain 
stakeholders such as price fluctuations, political developments, policy changes, changing 
consumer habits and climatic factors such as changes in weather (Darnhofer et al., 2010), 
exemplify the need to ensure adaptability for survival of the beef industry (Darnhofer et al., 
2010). Here, small shocks are enough to have a detrimental effect on small profit margins. 
Lack of adaption among the independent and aging farming base has been highlighted as a 
barrier to competitiveness and resiliency in supply chains (Gorton and Davidova, 2001; 
McEachern and Seaman, 2005; Tranter et al., 2007; Rodriguez et al., 2008; Bernués et al., 
2011).  
 
Integral to adapting is understanding supply chain workings from both the consumer and 
supply chain stakeholder perspectives (Christopher and Peck, 2004; Lea and Worsley, 
2006). Several authors have highlighted the threat to farming posed by a lack of young 
succession in farming and the need to encourage innovative youth into the beef industry to 
help improve the competiveness and longevity of the industry (Bernués et al., 2005; Fasina, 
56 
 
2007; Tranter et al., 2007; Rodriquez et al., 2008; Angus et al., 2009; Bernués et al., 2011; 
Sottomayor, Tranter and Costa, 2011; Oglethorpe and Heron, 2013; Guo, Wen & Zhu, 
2015). In addition, higher political arrangements governing the national and regional level 
regulations can create issues with competitiveness for a regional industry. For example, 
policy arrangements at the European Union (EU) level may not be aligned with country or 
region’s requirements (Gibon, 2005; Tranter et al., 2007; Marsden and Sonnino, 2008; 
Angus et al., 2009; Bernués et al., 2011).  
 
Close competition between food retailers has resulted in so called ‘price wars’ among 
retailers, particularly since the successful traction of discount retailers in the United 
Kingdom (UK) since the 1980’s (Burt and Sparks, 1994). The discounters have been accused 
of having a profound effect on the profitability of the beef sector (Burt and Sparks, 1994; 
Vavra and Goodwin, 2005). Fluctuations in commodity markets have been well 
documented in reports (Bäckman and Sumelius, 2009; Food and Agriculture Organisation of 
the United Nations (FAO) et al., 2011; García-Germán at al., 2013) and price volatility is 
often attributed to multifaceted external causes (for example, supply and demand factors, 
political developments, fuel prices, changing consumer demands etc.). However, reports 
have also highlighted the interdependent relationship between commodity prices and retail 
prices, demonstrating how changes in commodity prices affect retail prices (García-Germán 
at al., 2013). It is argued that price volatility creates uncertainty, risk and a lack of resiliency 
in supply chains and a shock in the supply chain can cause an increase in volatility (FAO et 
al., 2011). Uncertainty in supply chains can result in suboptimal production and investment 
in the respective sector (García-Germán at al., 2013), where long term strategy is of less 
importance and surviving short term volatility is of ultimate importance. 
 
It is clear that current agricultural systems are not optimal and there is a distinct need to 
identify the problems in the supply chain as an initial step in improving the performance of 
the industry. Therefore, this study aims to understand how the competitiveness and 
resiliency (optimal performance) of the NI beef supply chain be improved, through the 
identification of perceived barriers that are believed to exist at different supply chain stages 
as well as external within the environment. Using common qualitative themes from a 
pooled data set (derived from semi structured interviews with various supply chain 
stakeholders), this chapter reports on the barriers at each stage of the supply chain, i.e. the 





Eleven themes emerged from the collated data as illustrated in figure 3.1. The 5 themes in 
orange,  surrounded in red are discussed in this chapter. These 5 themes can be split into 
internal barriers at different stages of the supply chain (farming, processing, retailing and 
governance) and external barriers which are considered barriers of the environment and 
outside the direct control of supply chain stages. Internal barriers at each stage of the supply 





Figure 3.1: Overall Themes (n=11) from the Data Sets, including Internal (Farming Barriers, Processing Barriers, Retailing Barriers and Governance 
Barriers) and External Barriers of the NI Beef Supply Chain (to be discussed in this chapter), highlighted by the red outline.
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3.2.1. Barriers at the Farming Stage 
Farming barriers refers to the barriers stakeholders believe to exist at the farming stage of 
the supply chain. They are due to both farming as a discipline/activity and those relating to 
the farming community themselves. Overall, there was agreement among all stakeholders 
(farming, processing, retailing and Government, Research, Industry and Lobby Bodies 
(GRLIB)) stakeholders on the type of barriers that exist at the farming end of the chain. 
 
3.2.1.1. Farming Inefficiencies 
Stakeholders believed the farming stage to be the most inefficient link in the beef supply 
chain, where little attention has been given to improve efficiencies of the beef systems 
compared to the efforts put into the pork and poultry industries. It was argued that beef 
farmers are inefficient in many farming practices such as: utilising grass as a feed source, 
embracing new technology, changing feeding practices, altering breeds, improving cow 
productivity and purchasing behaviour. For example, it is believed that farmers purchase 
very high priced store cattle, often based on the look of the animal rather than productivity 
metrics, and spend too much money on purchasing feed and land, when they don’t know 
the price they’ll receive for the animal after slaughter, thereby taking a gamble. 
“….This time last year beef was 3.50 a kilo, today it's 3.06/7/8/10 and the price of cattle in 
the marts are the exact same price, and it's not that they're buying them at the 3.10 price, 
they're still buying at the equivalent of the 3.50 price at the mart, and looking down at the 
barrel of a gun at the minute to not a very good future…” (P38-P) 
 
The beef farmers in the study recognised that individuals (farmers) and farming as an 
activity can be inefficient and therefore a barrier to optimal performance in the NI beef 
chain. Farmers agreed that they operate on a high cost platform but viewed some of these 
as hidden costs not always visible on the surface. 
“Hidden costs is a big thing in beef production, the amount of new things coming out every 
year, the amount of cheques you have to write now and the amount of courses and the 
amount of things that has to be done… there seem to be getting more of them, and there 
are less things now that the farmer can do to stop [it]...” (P11-F) 
 
However, it was recognised by farmers that their costs are sometimes a factor of their own 
doing by not following the most efficient course of action due to their emotional 
investment in their farm and animals. 
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“We [farmers] would keep cows that had an accident; she’s a lovely cow so we keep her for 
another year. Well, there’s a whole 365 days with no calf. So we could be more ruthless and 
more intelligent about that.” (P05-F) 
 
3.2.1.2. Fragmentation and Diversity in Farming and Farmers 
In NI there are large numbers of small farms as land is tied up within families, as a 
consequence of land being split between generations of farming families. Each of these 
farms does not have enough land nor access to financially feasible land for rent or purchase 
to enable them to improve their economies of scale. Farmers themselves recognised the 
availability (and quality) of land and scale of operations to be barriers for expansion. They 
suggested that as a consequence of fragmented land, farms are usually small which does 
not encourage volume related efficiency and this is believed to be a significant weakness. 
“Farm size is obviously a weakness because as we had already said the average suckler herd 
is something like 17 or 18 cows so it is very difficult…[it’s] impossible to enjoy the benefits 
that are available from you know large scale efficiency.” (P05-F) 
 
Stakeholders believed that subsidy structure changes to payments based on land will result 
in less land coming up for sale or rent in future, further exasperating the issue. In addition 
farmers are believed to be partially responsible for the high cost associated with accruing 
land as demonstrated below. 
“…he [farmer] said ‘if a piece of ground comes up for sale, they push it into bigger money 
than the good ground down in the low land. They put it into silly money; they want a bit of 
the Glens’.” (P38- GRLIB) 
 
Furthermore, there is massive diversity in beef farming methods such as a range of 
different systems, finishing times and feeding regimes, resulting in diverse cattle presented 
for slaughter.  Additionally, a mixed genepool generated from the substantial mix of breeds 
including dairy beef, creates inconsistency in relation to quality (intrinsic), age, weights etc. 
Farmers themselves noted issues with the availability of quality stock for beef production in 
NI. 
“Production is currently awful.  We are producing at least 20 different genotypes of animals 
and we’re using at least 20 different systems of producing them.  Now, if you do the maths, 
that’s 400 different results that are hitting the back door of our meat plants…they’re getting 
a really variable raw material in and they’re therefore struggling to produce a consistent 
product at the far end.” (P57-GRLIB) 
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There are also differences in the consistency of supply. Farmers who are selling consistently 
throughout the year compared to those who are selling a small number of cattle twice a 
year are believed to provide more stability and resiliency to the supply chain. Diversity 
among farmers as individuals, from the very progressive to the very regressive as well as 
the influence of personal circumstances and traditions of farming operations, transactions 
and decisions are all believed to contribute to the diversity in farmers.  
“And then, likes a whole lot of things in this country, there’s only a limited number of people 
they’ll sell it to. ‘I’m not selling it to him. His grandfather and our grandfather has words in 
Magherafelt Sales Yard in 1821’ or something.” (P41- GRLIB) 
 
3.2.1.3. Subsidy Factors 
Overall, beef farming in NI is believed to have a reliance on subsidy payments to 
supplement inefficient systems that do not make money. Consequently, this is believed to 
discourage or disincentivise farmers to examine the productivity and profitability of their 
systems. Stakeholders suggested the removal of subsidy would foster the scientific side of 
beef farming and help more efficient farms to expand and further improve their economies 
of scale and efficiency.  
“I think…the subsidy system, is actually a big negative… because I think that it encourages 
people to… not really put a huge amount of effort into it, whereas if you go places like New 
Zealand and Australia, because they have to stand on their own two feet they're 
probably…more productive… We're very dependent on single farm payment… but actually if 
you took it away 5 years later you would probably find that farmers would be far more 
profitable as a result; not in every case but in most cases.” (P29-P) 
 
Changes to subsidy structure are believed to have resulted in significant changes in the beef 
sector where farmers keep less cattle as the more cattle they have, the higher the cost to 
the farmer. As a consequence, it is believed beef from suckler herds will decline in the 
future and beef from dairy herds will increase and if not carefully controlled, could create 
greater problems with inconsistency in the supply base. 
“…within the next two years and you will see a huge change in emphasis in terms of where 
beef is actually produced and how it’s produced.  I think the biggest challenge is that with 
the reduction of headage payments you will see beef farming its true sense probably decline 





3.2.1.4. Farming Lifestyle 
Stakeholders argued that beef farming in NI is often a lifestyle choice rather than a viable 
business for farmers, particularly for the part time farmer. With additional income from an 
‘off farm’ job, part time farmers are not solely reliant on the farm income and therefore, 
farm ‘on the side’ as a hobby. As a result of this, they are believed to be less attentive to 
making sure the correct systems are implemented, to ensure the best product. It is argued, 
farming as a hobby prevents viable and profitable farms from expanding and producing 
cattle with the desired characteristics and therefore induces slower change across the beef 
farming sector. 
“I think you have a unique structure in Northern Ireland, a lot more part-time farmers, 
therefore for many, but not for all, beef income probably is not the driver. So I would 
suggest that quite a number of people have beef because it's a lifestyle choice…[meaning] 
that actually having the most efficient, most productive beef production system, for a lot of 
people, isn't actually the driver…” (P49-R) 
 
Hobby farmers are seen to employ low input cost systems, farming small cattle numbers 
and receive subsidy for doing so, thereby making it more difficult for farmers who are trying 
to run a profitable beef farming business. Despite this, hobby farming is believed to have 
created an element of resiliency in the chain through the artificial maintenance of supply. 
While many types of businesses would not tolerate significant financial losses for a 
sustained period of time, hobby farmers are regarded as people who are willing to continue 
to produce cattle at a loss for significant periods. 
 
3.2.1.5. Farmer Independence, Disengagement and Reluctance to Collaborate 
Farmers are viewed as independent and disengaged by the rest of the supply chain 
stakeholders as well as by their own peer set. The processing and retailing sectors argued 
that they attempt to engage with farmers via activities such as open days, agricultural 
shows or day trips. However, it is believed that generally, the farming community does not 
make use of the opportunities provided. 
“…[farmers] don't want anyone interfering, it's this whole business if ‘I don't want anyone 
interfering because it's me, it’s all about my wee farm,’ there's nothing about looking 
beyond. The good farmers all look beyond… The conclusion that I came to was that half of 





The reluctance of farmers to collaborate with each other is believed to originate from an 
unwillingness to share information as this could result in a diminishment of a farmer’s 
competitive advantage.  
“…co-ops have never been any good in Northern Ireland, because we're Presbyterians, we 
don't talk to each other…Co-ops have been so successful in the South because they have 
that more social view of things. Because we're different people, we don't co-operate, we 
don't have co-ops that are successful.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
3.2.1.6. Lack of Succession Planning 
The connection between the aging profile of beef farmers and the poor uptake of beef 
farming by younger generations is regarded as a significant barrier in the beef industry. 
Stakeholders suggested that while the older generation has created resiliency in the chain, 
their capabilities and confidence to innovate has declined. Farmers recognised they are an 
inefficient and non-innovative ageing population but also stated they are emotionally 
invested and will continue to farm for as long as reasonably practical. 
“…when you're 20 or 30 you'll do things that you'll not do when you're 50 and 60. You're an 
entrepreneur at that age, you'll take on the world... You get very cautious…and you get 
people making decisions in their 50s and 60s and they're very cautious…and they slow the 
whole industry down. So…part of it's the lack of enthusiastic young people in the industry…” 
(P22-F). 
 
 With older farmers taking less risks, younger farmers are viewed as the risk takers who will 
drive the industry forward. Farmers argued that while the reliance on free family labour is 
advantageous, farm businesses are now not profitable enough to support more than one 
generation of farmer nor is it feasible to set up your own farm. As a consequence, children 
and other family members are often encouraged off the farm by their parents to work and 
train in different professions. It was acknowledged by stakeholders that the volatility of the 
beef market does not necessarily encourage young people into farming as there is a poor 
financial incentive and security for younger generations to farm.  
“…I think less people are going into beef production or reinvesting in it, because of the 
volatile market, and do they have the confidence to invest in the future? At the moment it's 
debatable.” (P51-R) 
 
Furthermore, stakeholders are concerned the honed skill set will disappear with the 
retirements of the older generation farmer and older farmers are believed to be uneasy 
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about for the future of beef farming. They felt there will be significant changes in the 
future. 
 
3.2.1.7. Understanding of Beef Supply Chain Operations and Requirements 
The farming sector’s poor understanding of the beef market/ industry is perceived by 
stakeholders to exist in three ways. Firstly, farmers are considered as having a poor 
understanding of what the market and/or consumers actually want from beef. 
“…the primary producer is too far away from…the customer going into the shop and buying 
steaks off the shelves. So actually Mrs. Muggins doesn't want a steak that's going to fill her 
whole frying pan, she wants two that are the exact size, fit in the packs nicely and she can 
deal with them easily, and I think, from a farming perspective, the farmers understanding 
their end consumer and not just leaving it as it leaves the farm gate.” (P52-R) 
 
However, the supply chain stakeholders acknowledged that “…the industry [isn’t] 
particularly clear where it wants to go…therefore it is no surprise that farmers aren’t 
clear…” (P23-P). Secondly, farmers are claimed not to understand how the market operates 
in terms of what drives farm gate price, i.e. globalised factors such as world beef or cereal 
price  
“I think one of the things is that they [farmers] don't really understand fully [is] what's 
happening in the market. So all they see is at X farm gate, factory priced, and they don't 
understand what's actually playing out further down in the global market that we have to 
contend with.” (P28-P) 
 
Finally, farmers are perceived to have a poor understanding of the pressures residing over 
the rest of the supply chain and are believed to not look beyond the ‘farm gate’ and 
therefore do not consider the cumulative consequences of their actions on the rest of the 
chain. 
“…what they [farmers] do understand is that farming’s really complicated and there’s a lot 
to know about it.  They don’t understand that processing is really complicated and there’s a 
lot to know about it and retailing is really complicated and there’s a lot to know about it, 
and all of that together is very complex.” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
For example, it is believed that a farmer who does not finish cattle does not understand 
why investment in genetic programmes at their stage of beef production would benefit 
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them or the rest of the supply chain. In other words, they can not see the greater good that 
may materialise from their actions at their earlier stages of beef production. 
“…when it's sold by the suckler farmer at 6 months of age…it’s had a whole cow to drink out 
of for its entire life but it doesn't have the genetic potential to actually go on and finish... 
Anything that's a single suckler will look good; it doesn't matter what its genetics are.  So 
why would the farmer go and spend a pile of money on AI or on a bull, because he's selling a 
calf, he's not taking it through to finish?” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
3.2.2. Barriers at the Processing Stage 
This theme describes stakeholders’ perceptions on the barriers at the processing part of the 
supply chain. Although most stakeholders agreed on the barriers that exist at the 
processing stage, there are additional points raised by certain stakeholders which will also 
be highlighted. 
 
3.2.2.1. Retailer Reliance and Dependency 
Farmers and GRLIB agreed on several aspects, including on how they view the processors 
reliance on the Great Britain (GB) retail market. It was claimed that following the Bovine 
Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) outbreak in the 1990’s, processors very quickly became 
reliant on the retailers and this is now almost their sole outlet for beef. Presently, 
processors are perceived to have “…a nice cosy relationship with GB retailers….” (P06-F) 
and are believed to have few additional avenues to sell beef.  
“BSE came in and our market just closed down overnight…we had to go more or less beg UK 
supermarkets to take [our] product which they did but…now we’re really tied to that market 
and there’s no processor that I know would have the guts or the ambition to tell them [UK 
retail multiples] to get lost and start exporting everything to Europe again.” (P22-F) 
 
However, it is recognised that UK retailers currently pay the best price for beef and 
therefore it is difficult to expect processors to chase other perspective markets when they 
may not achieve superior prices to those already gained from retailers. There was 
agreement that processors should be commended for achieving and maintaining the UK 
retail market but there was concern that if the UK retail market was to wane then NI would 
have a significantly reduced outlet for their beef. 
“BSE, and you really have to give it to the industry, they lost those markets that they 
had…overnight those disappeared…and…the industry…piled into the UK supermarkets and 
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became wedded to them… [which is] a whole different game and they did it very, very well.” 
(P41-GRLIB) 
 
Processors acknowledged that they are reliant on retail contracts and this creates a 
vulnerability. In addition, they recognised that they have fallen short of finding new routes 
to different markets and the importance of not having all your eggs in one basket. 
However, processors argued that the retailer’s commitment to British origin beef will 
endure particularly in light of past events (horsemeat) and see the relationship between 
processors and GB retailers as continuing to strengthen. 
“Any…situation where you are depending on one, two or three customers is always 
precarious…it's…something that you put on the long finger and you hope… it would never 
ever happen…But if you are depending on one market, you can be left to the mercy of that 
market…. thankfully the UK market…is one of the most sophisticated beef markets there is 
and they're now fully aware of all the problems that can arise from purchasing beef from 
other parts of the world…” (P46-P). 
 
Interestingly, retailers feared that they may becoming financially unattractive to 
processors, post Brexit (the UK’s decision to leave the EU).  
 
3.2.2.2. Price Setting and Price Manipulation 
The processing sector is highly concentrated with 5 red meat companies dominating red 
meat slaughtering and processing, which is perceived to discourage competition. These 5 
processors are believed to be servicing the same markets using cattle from the same NI 
cattle pool, resulting in competitive neutral pricing (same/ similar pricing). Farmers 
conceptualised competitive neutral pricing as a factor reducing competition among the 
processor ‘cartel’.  
“[In] England, Scotland you’ve a lot more competition…within the factories…you’ve a lot 
more small factories whereas in Northern Ireland you’re now down to a handful of…big 
processors and they very much control the price…quantities…movements and 
specifications.” (P15-F) 
 
Retailers indicated that with the processors they negotiate the retail pack price and do not 
get involved in farm gate price negotiation. However, retailers recognised the need for 
carcase balance in processing facilities as it dictates the farm gate price, enabling the 
processor to spread costs over the entire carcase, i.e. from the cuts not bought by the 
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retailer. The processor argued that “…fish[ing] in the same pond for cattle…” (P45-P) and 
bidding for retail contracts leads to fierce competition among processors. They suggested 
that ‘total competition’ among processors causes similar pricing strategies, rather than 
price setting behaviours suggested by farmers. 
“If you have got total competition, you get the same result in prices as no competition…” 
(P45-P). 
 
Due to the competitive nature among processors, they argued that the only appropriate 
time for processors to work together is on export markets or strategy and policy 
consultation and lobby related work as part of Northern Ireland Meat Exporters Association 
(NIMEA). They suggested this type of collaboration is at a pre-competitive level and not on 
pricing strategies as a ‘cartel’ as suggested by other stakeholders. 
 
Additionally, farmers believed that processors engage in ‘underhand tactics’ which they 
conceptualised through the processors’ purchasing of more expensive cattle from the 
mainland UK or the purchasing of more expensive cattle from auction (rather than direct 
sell from farmer to processor) in order to manipulate and/or supress price paid to the 
farmer for his cattle.  
“…if there is a shortage of beef here, what [processors] do is they will ring across either to 
England…or to the Republic [of Ireland] and they will instruct a buyer there…to buy…500 
cattle out of that market, and even [if] they have to pay more for those 500 cattle out of 
England it means that they are filling their contracts…without having to raise the price 
here.” (P05-F) 
 
3.2.2.3. Changing Requirements and Short Term Outlook 
Farmers and GRLIB suggested that processors constantly ‘move the goal posts’ i.e. there is 
constant but inconsistent change in what is required from farmers. For example, the 
altering of specifications, the provision of premiums when supply is low but penalties when 
supply is high and where there are policy changes (for example, residency restrictions). The 
changing of policies is viewed as a collective or ‘cartel’ activity of processors where possibly 
only one customer (aligned to 1 or 2 processors) requires a particular change, but all 
processors implement the chance collectively.  
“I think it's just a general suspicion and it's probably a case of…specifications…[are] being 
altered. A farmer would say…[on] a whim [processors would say] ‘the supply is down a little 
bit, we'll just tweak the spec and still pay the premium’, or if there's a bit more supply they 
68 
 
cut the life out of the price.  That sort of constant movements of the goal posts, farmers 
don’t particularly like.” (P44-GRLIB) 
“They can relax this [rule] when it suits them, but not whenever they have plenty of cattle.  
Then they can use it to take money off you.  The rules are never the same.” (P19-F) 
 
Processors are seen as having a short term outlook as a consequence of needing to meet 
targets and demand/orders at the present time. It is argued that the industry “…pay lip 
service to a longer-term strategy…” (P55-GRLIB) but don’t follow through or back it up. 
However, it could be argued that the constant need to flow with changing requirements set 
by processors (and/or retailers) inevitably results in a short term outlook. 
 
3.2.2.4. Processor Middle Man Problems 
GRLIB participants identified further barriers at the processing stage that farmers did not 
consider, known as ‘Middle Man Problems’. This included the strain endured by processors 
assuming the role of the buffer in managing the supplier (farmer) and the buyer (retailer) in 
a volatile market. 
“…you’re left with this hugely competitive retail world and food processors have nowhere to 
go.  ‘We are piggy in the middle between our suppliers and our customers’” (P57-GRLIB). 
 
Processors expanded on the points above, suggesting that as the ‘middle man’ they are 
financially squeezed by both the farmer and the retailer and that they need to manage both 
of these stakeholders. Although they, (the processor) have no visibility of what is going to 
happen in the market place they stated they assume the role of the buffer. For example, if 
the price paid to farmer increases due to high demand, the price paid by the retailer does 
not necessarily increase immediately and processors have to financially act as the buffer in 
the interim. 
 
Furthermore, as retailers only take the cuts demanded by the marketplace, processors 
must endeavour to gain the maximum return over the remaining carcase, using the markets 
available to them in the most cost effective and efficient way. Processors argued this is a 
fine balancing act in which processors have to sell cuts to the correct market at the correct 
time. In addition, what is happening in another industry connected to the beef industry, for 
example, leather industry also affects the processors selling strategies and operations for 
the remainder of the carcase. Retailers claimed they are empathetic to carcase balance 
problems and work with processors to help balance the carcase where possible.  
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“…you wouldn't think the price of leather and what's happening in the leather industry 
affects the price of hides, because the price of hides drops, it affects the price you need to 
sell sirloin steak at… there's no consistency and…it's very volatile…plus a lot of our 
customers don't see that end of the market…so when you come along and look for a price 
increase, because the price of hides has fallen... they're like ‘what? That's nothing to do with 
me’” (P24-P) 
 
The varying consistency and profiles of cattle slaughtered due to different production 
systems and breeds used in farming needs to be managed by the processor and was 
highlighted as an issue. The processor has to find markets to sell the varied or ‘out of spec’ 
product. For example, cattle with more than 4 residencies, that’s not Farm Quality Assured, 
has poor quality (intrinsic), of varying weights, ages and origins (including nomads) are all 
more difficult or impossible to sell to the majority market, the retailers.  
“I'd say the processors themselves are very frustrated at the variation in the carcasses they 
receive, it's huge and that makes it [hard]… it's the fact that the variation is inconsistent, it's 
always different, that probably is the bigger issue.” (P44-GLRIB) 
 
3.2.2.5. Processing Under Capacity and Economies of Scale 
GRLIB participants identified that processing facilities are running under slaughter capacity 
with too many processing sites available for the size of production in NI. Therefore, 
processors must carefully manage costs by endeavouring to have maximum throughput in 
their factories.  
“…a slaughter plant could close in Northern Ireland and it wouldn't make one bit of 
difference…[Foyle] they only need one....ABP only need one. We could be doing with WD; it's 
just a reactor contract. And Dungannon needs one; it doesn't need two sitting in the same 
place.  That's rationalised it. That didn't take long. Is it going to happen? No. It's been like 
this for ten years. It's madness.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
In addition, retailers believed NI processors to be volume driven as a consequence of the 
competitive pressures in sourcing raw materials (cattle) in NI. They indicated that this is a 
hindrance to innovation resulting in poorer quality meat in supermarkets. It is believed that 
processors (among other supply chain stakeholders) are operating on small profit margins, 




Processors agreed that they are in a high volume-small margin and high operational cost 
business. High operational costs associated with processing include labour, the 
maintenance of testing protocols, hygiene, animal welfare and disposal/rendering regimes 
and also the financial and human resource involved in managing customer accounts and 
audits. While processors accepted these are essential, costs must be carefully managed via 
throughput and by not increasing the cost of or devaluing the carcases. They admitted that 
the nature of a low margin business means they concentrate on the short term and are risk 
adverse and as a result, invest poorly in Research and Development (R&D).  
“If we were making 10% margins, we would be taking a lot more chances…in terms of trying 
different contracts with farmers, trying things right through the chain, putting a lot more 
money into research and development, but because…the profitability is not there in the 
chain, we don't do it and therefore everybody is hanging on to their wee bits making shorter 
term decisions rather than longer-term…” (P29-P) 
 
3.2.2.6. The Processor’s Contribution to Farmers’ Poor Market Orientation 
The poor market orientation of farmers identified by supply chain stakeholders previously 
was argued by retailers as partly due to processors. They claimed that it may be difficult for 
processors to provide clarity on the market as they serve multiple markets each with 
different requirements. It was suggested that to some extent processors may not want to 
provide clarity on these markets due to the profits that can be made from them, for 
example, the offal market or food service market. 
“…you can wail against farmers for not entering the targets…there really isn't enough 
clearly defined targets. They're getting confusing messages back from the marketplace… 
[it’s] the nature of the fact that they are selling to someone who then services… multiple 
markets…to some extent…the processors…don’t want to give clarity…that’s where they 
make their money.” (P56-R) 
 
3.2.2.7. Lack of Succession Planning in Processing 
The lack of succession planning at the processing stage was also highlighted by retailers. 
Retailers highlighted the need to ensure people with the correct talent are recruited into 
processing with attractive incentives in order to deliver what is expected by the retailers. 
“…Northern Ireland suppliers that I've worked with…and even though there's a lot of people 
who go into agricultural education in Northern Ireland…some more rural suppliers struggle 
to get and keep amazing people. So for me, it's about making those roles super attractive, 
71 
 
regardless of whether they're two hours north of Belfast or somewhere that's a bit easier to 
get to.” (P53-R) 
 
The quote “Succession is one of the biggest challenges that the beef industry has, going 
forward” (P30-P) demonstrates the acknowledgement of poor succession in the processing 
sector by processors too. They argued that recruiting the right people for the processing 
industry is difficult due to lack of specific meat industry related skills and expertise but also 
because the younger generations do not consider careers in the food industry as attractive. 
“…we haven't filled the pipeline with people…kids in their teens and twenties wouldn't even 
have considered the food industry as a career.” (P23-P). 
 
3.2.3. Barriers within the Governance Structure 
Farming and processor perspectives on GRLIB are the focus of this section as governance 
barriers was not a central topic in interviews with retailers. However, retailers highlighted 
one concern relating to how the government in the past had sat in silos and did not engage 
with industry in a collaborative manner. However, it was acknowledged that this had 
improved significantly in recent years. GLRIB self perceptions on barriers are also 
considered. 
 
3.2.3.1. Slow and Bureaucratic 
Both farmers and processors regarded the government as slow and bureaucratic. They 
suggested that DAERA were slow at making decisions, in getting export markets opened 
and at authorising export certificates.  
“…if you need a cert for export tonight you shouldn't be getting one tomorrow, not in a 
weeks’ time...[it] would have taken [DAERA] 48 hours, now [its moving towards] 72 hours. If 
you ask for a cert today in the Republic [of Ireland] you get it this afternoon.” (P47-P). 
 
Additionally, it was said that DAERA has no drive to make changes and that they provide 
little clarity on the beef industry’s future, potentially due to conflict between national and 
regional departments (see section 3.2.3.3 DAERA Vs DEFRA.). Farmers and processors 
suggested that DAERA have a poor commercial orientation and an inability to make 
decisions for the fear of making the wrong decision and therefore in making decisions; 





DAERA were unsurprised by being identified as slow and bureaucratic by other stakeholders 
and admitted that they are risk adverse. They stated that they endeavour to ensure 
everything is correct and in order before decisions are made and acknowledged the 
frustration that this can create in the industry. 
“I think the fact that we're less [more] adverse to risk here and we tend to like to have 
things just so before decisions are made, and that delays those decisions and things are 
later getting out, which is very frustrating for the industry.” (P39-GRLIB) 
 
In addition, DAERA stated that there were timely internal (DAERA and DEFRA) and external 
(EU Commission) processes and procedures that needed to be followed and this ultimately 
slows down progress. However, they argued that this is not clearly understood by other 
supply chain stakeholders. They also asserted that some of the perceived slowness is not 
always a consequence of their actions. For example, inter-party politics and ministerial 
queries will slow progress further. With regard to gaining export access to a closed market, 
they stated that the pace often is dictated by the other country and not by them. These 
countries are believed to“… move at the pace that they want to move at...” (P43-GRLIB). 
 
3.2.3.2. Red Tape at Local and EU Level 
Farmers in particular highlighted the legislative barriers, i.e. red tape that are perceived to 
exist. Farmers suggested they are “being drowned with regulations, both from Brussels and 
from Dundonald House [DAERA].” (P10-F) and made specific references to regulations on 
farm residencies, live export, medical drug use and raw materials (for example, DAERA 
decision to not allow Genetically Modified (GM) feedstuffs). They argued red tape puts 
them at a competitive disadvantage to other countries who do not bare the same financial 
costs of adhering to regulations. They described red tape issues as being two fold; firstly, 
too many regulations exist and secondly, the regulations are gold plated. This being said, 
there was some recognition that legislation and policy is often imposed on member states 
by the EU rather than by national or regional governments. GRLIB participants concurred 
that the layering of policy costs within the EU tariff wall has increased the costs in the 
supply chain and was a barrier to competitiveness in NI.  
“Whenever we joined Europe and we put all of agriculture and food in Europe’s control…you 
can’t bring Brazilian beef into this country economically…what Europe did is they erected 
this tariff wall right around Europe and said 'all our agriculture inside the wall is protected 
and we’re going to give grants to the farmers,'... But…then… they layered policy cost inside 
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the wall…environmental policy, you’ve got cross compliance policies, you’ve got animal 
welfare policies, you’ve got national living wage policies…” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
In addition, GRLIB recognised that the one size fits all approach employed by the EU does 
create issues. For example, farming across Europe varies widely and the current Europe grid 
grading system is believed to be antiquated and financially insufficient to encourage 
production of cattle within the agreed specification in NI. 
“…Europe tends to operate on "one size fits all" and I’m not convinced that that’s right 
either, because our farming systems vary greatly throughout all of Europe… [there was] an 
issue about 50 trees per hectare [which] all stemmed from olive growers…and they imposed 
that same requirement here… it doesn’t bear any resemblance.” (P40-GRLIB) 
 
Claims were also made on how an alternative interpretation of the same EU legislation by 
the agricultural department equivalent in the Republic of Ireland (ROI) has resulted in less 
restriction to the industry south of the border. Farmers believed that ROI often takes a 
‘naughty child and seek forgiveness’ approach when interpreting EU legislation and policy. 
Government officials did admit to ‘gold plating syndrome’ in NI but suggested this is 
because they’re more risk adverse compared to their counterparts in ROI.  
“…until such time as someone slaps them [ROI agriculture governance] on the wrist, they'll 
do it…We don't do it from the start…it’s gold plated up front.” (P21-F) 
 
Additionally, farmers also conveyed concerns that DAERA have waned in the eradication of 
diseases such as Tuberculosis (TB) compared to other home nations and ROI, putting NI at a 
further disadvantaged position specifically in relation to live exports. 
 
3.2.3.3. DAERA Vs DEFRA 
There was some recognition among the farmer and the GRLIB stakeholder group that 
DAERA, in some aspects, is governed at the UK level by Department of Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) which creates a DAERA Vs DEFRA scenario believed to be 
detrimental to the NI beef industry.  Poor cohesion between DAERA and DEFRA was 
highlighted with a competition like scenario and power struggles between DAERA and 
DEFRA. DAERA acknowledged the problems associated with being a region inside a nation 
which is part of an EU member state. They felt that channelling communications through 




“It was almost like they had to revisit and check everything out again…they threw up issues 
that weren't highlighted by DEFRA…it was almost as if they were trying to outdo DEFRA for 
agreeing the export certificate…when they should all be in the same camp…” (P35-P) 
 
In contrast, the equivalent agriculture department in ROI is regarded as being more 
cohesive, strategic and export focused than NI which is believed to have a disjointed 
approach with lots of ‘quango’ [semi-public] bodies involved. The representation of NI by 
DEFRA on a world stage is believed to be a significant barrier by all stakeholders, including 
DAERA themselves. DAERA suggested that DEFRA are poor at building relationships and are 
seen as aloof compared to their ROI counterparts, which affects NI. Additionally, DEFRA are 
understood to be more industrially focussed and less agriculturally focused, therefore don’t 
channel resources into showcasing the NI agri-food industry which the region is heavily 
reliant on. In addition, the UK government is perceived to put forward too many political 
barriers when trading with other countries. 
“…direct access to Peoples Republic of China, the Irish are making steady roads there. They 
don’t posture and complain about human rights in China, whereas the UK at every chance it 
has makes a point [and]…backs up the Americans and XYZ, and while the Americans can get 
access by force of economic power, the UK can’t so it ends up suffering.” (P47-P) 
 
3.2.3.4. The (un) Importance of Beef 
Concerns of government spending significantly more money on R&D in the dairy industry 
compared to the beef industry were raised explicitly by farmers. They believed that the 
government regard investment return in the dairy sector to be greater than investment 
return in the beef sector. Farmers regard poor R&D investment as a significant barrier to 
progress in the beef industry.  
“..they’ve built a huge dairy unit at XXX, and there’s nothing spent on beef, and as a beef 
farmer I think it’s an absolute disgrace, but the problem is the dairy industry is more 
profitable so they spend the money on research there...”(P08-F). 
 
GRLIB accepted that while historically more money may have been spent on dairy research 
they stressed this was no longer the case and more recently, research has been 
commissioned based on industry problems and stakeholder engagement. They argued that 
it may be difficult for farmers to see the immediate impact of this. The idea that beef is 
insignificant or ‘unimportant’ also translated to how farmers felt about other organisations, 
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for example, they felt their voice wasn’t heard within the relevant organisations and bodies 
such as the Ulster Farmers’ Union (UFU).  
“We've no say at all…they [UFU] don't seem to bother about the beef and sheep man…” 
(P20-F). 
 
However, GRLIB believed that this is a misconception of the farmer who does not 
understand the structures and workings of these organisations. 
“I think those comments come from somebody that don’t understand the structures of the 
union. The beef committee gets the same hearing as the dairy committee…and there [is]…as 
much, if not more, effort put into it than there is to dairy industry…for anybody that looks in 
and looks into the structures of the union, they would very soon understand…that’s not 
right.” (P55-GLRIB) 
 
3.2.3.5. GRLIB Self-Identified Barriers: Inter and Intra Disconnection 
GRLIB participants identified disconnectivity between industry and government (inter), 
industry and research (inter) but also within their own governmental departments (intra). 
At the government and industry interface government are considered to be more process 
orientated (and inevitably slower), whereas, the industry is seen as more output orientated, 
and therefore one is moving faster than the other. 
“…Industry’s function is output and…are not too concerned about process.  Government is 
very…concerned about process…So there’s two different totally different cultures…imagine 
these two wheels trying to interface, one’s moving faster, the other’s moving slower.  So, 
the friction of the interface is getting worse, not better.” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
Disconnectivity between research and practice (industry) was also raised as a barrier by 
GRLIB. Farmers perceived research to be disconnected from reality as they see scientists 
recommending practices that they regarded as abnormal. GLRIB believed that the 
infrastructure to inform farmers of the research origins or the benefits of implementing 
recommended changes is lacking and as a result the farmers don’t appreciate the value of 
research. 
“I guess a lot of the things that we do are provided to DARD [DAERA], and some of that 
information then is communicated to College of Agriculture, Food and Rural Enterprise 
(CAFRE) and their advisors…So we're supplying that information…and that's going out as 
their advice and farmers can't see where that's coming from. I'm not saying that that’s 
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necessarily a bad thing…but maybe there's the perception that we're a waste of space 
because of the lack of that link.” (P42- GRLIB) 
 
Government participants also described a disconnectivity within their governmental 
departments and a lack of joint up practice between government departments acting as a 
barrier to the progress of the beef industry. However, it is believed that there has been 
some progress made in addressing this disconnectivity.  
“…[For example] First Minister, Deputy First Minister, Trade and Industry, Department of 
Finance personnel, they go out on trade missions…they never think of little things like, that 
[might] be a Muslim country so that will have to be Halal. We don't do Halal in Northern 
Ireland…[that’s] an indicator at the lack of joined up practise within government.” (P41- 
GRLIB). 
 
3.2.3.6. GRLIB Self-Identified Barriers: Manoeuvrability 
Research and industry bodies that receive government sponsorship or sit within 
government structures, described the poor manoeuvrability of their organisations as a 
barrier. They stated that they need to navigate government frameworks and adhere to 
government policy which inherently reduces their efficiency by adding bureaucracy and 
cost to their businesses. 
“…you have to work within the public rules when it comes to managing public monies. 
You've…more governance…relative to what you'd have in the private sector, in 
terms…approvals, processes and business cases…it probably adds a bit extra to…your 
organisation and it reduces your efficiency…you …[need] an additional resource to help you 
navigate through that public sector framework.” (P43-GRLIB) 
 
3.2.3.7. GRLIB Self-Identified Barriers: Blurred Subsidy Structure 
Finally, GRLIB implied that the structure and policy surrounding subsidy payments in NI is 
blurred, where is it seen as trying to support the rural environment without supporting 
productive agriculture. It is believed farms are not making significant progress on the 
environmental stipulations, nor are they being subsidised to ensure production. Subsidy 
support is given to the farmer to keep X suckler cows on Y acres by providing subsidy for 
the Y acres which encourages farmers to keep less cattle as the more they have, the more 
money they lose. 
“We're trying to support the rural economy without supporting productive agriculture.  We 
support the farmer to keep 5 suckler cows on ten acres…by giving him the sub[sidy] for the 
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ten acres, and the more cows you keep, the more money you lose… at the moment we're 
either one thing or the other.  We're not getting the environmental strides forward…but 
neither are we getting productive agriculture.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
3.2.4. Barriers at the Retailing Stage 
While most stakeholders saw similar barriers at the retail end of the chain, processors also 
considered contract stability, the unpredictability and competition in retailing as further 
impediments. 
 
3.2.4.1. Unrealistic and Impractical Demands 
Farmers and GRLIB believed the demands or requirements of retailers to be unrealistic and 
not based on the practicality of farming. For example, the bull is seen as the most efficient 
animal available for beef production but some retailers put restrictions on the use of bulls 
for beef consumption. Another example is the imposition of restrictions on the type of 
animal bedding to be used in sheds.  
“The supermarkets are so demanding and they can change criteria at a flip of the switch. 
The most efficient beef animal we have is the bull…The problem is your taking a penalty 
…because the supermarkets won’t take them [bulls].” (P08-F) 
 
“…we’ve got a greater reliance on the UK supermarket business and [has] worked out very 
well for farmers, but the difficulty is… they’re dictating a lot of what you want to do…the 
idea that, ‘oh we need to have [cattle] housed on straw…’, and they can’t accept slats and 
covers on the slats, that are equally as good…as straw bedding…and they want so many 
moos etc.” (P40-GRLIB) 
 
Participants also indicated that the retailers expect changes to be made promptly. 
However, retailers challenged these claims and said that they have never been aware of a 
time that a change in policy or requirements has resulted in “…the farmer being affected to 
the extent where they're switched off for a period” (P51-R), indicating the retailers belief 
that there has been sufficient time before the changes must to be implemented on farms.  
 
Retailers are seen as demanding to their suppliers, (processors and farmers) who feel they 
must comply in order to continue the business relationship. However, processors 
understand that to fulfil retail contracts, there are certain criteria or expectations they have 
to meet, with the most basic being to deliver the product to the agreed standard, volume 
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and timeframe. However, processors claimed that meeting increasing expectations of the 
retailer is taking a considerable amount of human and financial resource which ultimately 
adds cost to their operation. It is believed that the retailer is unwilling to accept price 
increases resulting from the increased cost. However, retailers acknowledged the increase 
in costs in the supply chain and claimed that they were attempting to help the suppliers 
with cost optimisation. 
“Each of [those functions]…will have certain requirements…which actually drives costs, 
unnecessary costing. So we go through something called value optimisation…reviewing 
costs just to see if there's anything they can do to remove unnecessary costs.  We're 
constantly doing that with our suppliers…” (P51-R). 
 
3.2.4.2. Unpredictability and Instability of Retail Contracts 
Processors expressed concerns about the unpredictability and instability associated with 
servicing a retail contract with volume fluctuations and delisting as adding to the 
unpredictability and instability and retailers using a “…bully boy approach…” (P25-P) 
through the over stretching of margins and applying contract clauses for retainers, over-
riders and rebates. Processors stated that while contracts or supply agreements may be 
three years long on paper, meat is still traded every few weeks (and subject to changing 
volumes) and contracts could still be cancelled at any time with relatively little warning.  
“I have heard of situations where the buyer went into a particular meat factory and he 
asked someone for something…and the person forgot, the next Monday morning they were 
delisted. That’s probably not true but nevertheless it shows you the extent of what’s going 
on.” (P46-P). 
 
Retailers, on the other hand, stated that they view processors as long term partners and 
indicated that they do not break supply agreements on a whim in line with the grocery 
adjudicator regulations. Instead, they suggested contracts are only cancelled when 
something serious such as adulteration or welfare concerns occurred. However, retailers 
who were interviewed alluded that such practices may be used by other retailers. 
“If it was horsemeat that was going in then…you'd be dismissed as a supplier.  If it was 
something… less severe…there would be a review period…But we would never get rid of 
somebody [on a whim], there's obviously grocery adjudicator regulations. You hear stories 
about suppliers dropped on a whim…because the retailer wants to go on a different 





As volume is largely driven by retail sales processors argued that while prices are agreed a 
few months forward, retailers never agree to a contracted volume. This means that the 
processor has to continue to respond to volume fluctuations thereby the processor incurs 
the cost of over or under stock rather than the retailer. 
“[Contracts are]…feasible but it's fraught with difficulties, because although our guys will 
agree a price in supermarkets and a 3 monthly contract, they won't guarantee orders…The 
sales men/marketing guys will make their price with the retailer. Grand.  But not about 
volumes.” (P27-P). 
 
Retailers argued that the current forward volume planning activities that are completed 
together with the processor works well for both stakeholders, giving ample time to plan 
accordingly.  
“…we forecast…every line,…every day…that then feeds into our processors, who already 
have an understanding of the trend…[for]each one of these products…We also have review 
every week in terms of each one of the products, and then every month and every quarter 
we go through and check that there's enough demand, that we've got enough coverage of 
cattle.” (P59-R) 
 
The possibility of implementing more stable price related contracts was discussed with 
retailers. Retailers agreed that while these contracts may give price stability, they didn’t 
believe that farmers could be trusted to honour the contracts as if the market price 
superseded the contract price, the farmers would not provide cattle for slaughter under the 
agreed contract.  
“…farmers bang on about [how] prices are low, and you say to them about a contract, ‘oh 
no’, because there could be one point in the year when the market price is 2p [above]…if 
market price suddenly goes above what the contract price is there is always a reason for not 
delivering.” (P49-R) 
 
Furthermore, they highlighted that these contracts had been attempted in the past but 
haven’t been successful for the above reason. In spite of this, the extent to which 
contracting occurs in the pork or chicken industries isn’t regarded as desirable by the 
retailers but they suggested value in contracting their top farmers or contracting at certain 
times of the year using an incentive based system. However, retailers highlighted that the 
“…entire market seems to be addicted to this kind of... I think it's like a casino, it's like 
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gambling or the stock market” (P50-R) with no plans for tomorrow, directly opposing price 
stabilising contracts. 
 
3.2.4.3. Retailer’s Voice or the Consumers Voice? 
Stakeholder groups suggested that the consumer’s voice is often overshadowed by the 
retailer’s needs. They argued that the retailer conditions the consumers into believing that 
they want X, Y and Z, for example, lifetime assurance, residency restrictions, no cow or bull 
beef, straw bedding etc. but these conditions are to actually satisfy the retailer’s 
requirements, notions or competitive needs, rather than the consumer’s needs as 
suggested by the retailer. Additionally, it was suggested that retailer’s promotional activity 
causes consumers to overbuy food that they did not actually want or need, ultimately 
leading to food waste.  
“The retailer is interested in one thing and that's selling a high volume of meat to earn 
money, and if they can cajole or twist, turn, pull back and turn round the consumer to do 
that in whatever way possible, they'll do that…they don't really care what the consumer 
may necessarily want.” (P48-P) 
 
3.2.4.4. Impact of Increased Competition in Retailing 
The increasing competition among GB retailers was considered a barrier at the retail stage 
of the supply chain by both GRLIB and processors. The rise of the discounter offering good 
quality (intrinsic and extrinsic) food at low prices in the UK grocery scene and online food 
retailing platforms, for example, Amazon Fresh, are believed to have exasperated the price 
wars among retailers, causing retailers to engage in reactionary pricing strategies. Price 
wars are believed to have amplified the price pressure further up the chain often creating a 
‘race to the bottom’ in terms of price. 
“They’re [retailers] knocking the tripe out of each other, competitively… retailers who have 
stood on an exclusive price platform are starting to find that ground very difficult…the 
discounters…there’s a quality and price pitch from them, not simply price, and they’re 
continuing to take market share off the big guys…you’re left with this hugely competitive 
retail world and food processors have nowhere to go.” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
Retailers viewed increasing competition from discounters as one of their most prominent 
barriers in the market place. They expressed that the discounters are increasing their 
market share and increasing competition among retailers for UK origin beef is. 
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“…we've got…Aldi and Lidl…they're growing significantly so they need more raw material. 
So…you get a bit of bun fight…for raw material.” (P51-R) 
 
Retailers recognised that these factors can encourage prices wars and a race to the bottom 
where the pricing of beef becomes a devaluing exercise. They argued that they need to 
always be ahead of the curve and justify their point of difference over competitors in order 
to remain competitive in the marketplace. In addition, retailers suggested that in order not 
to lose consumers to competitors in the price war, the supply chain must absorb the 
associated costs. 
“The discounters…just make it very, very difficult. They're selling stuff that I actually buy at... 
It just makes it extremely difficult to compete in that arena…But there's certain things that 
they don't do, which we insist on doing, which drives costs.” (P51-R) 
 
While the rationalisation of the retailer’s supplier base was considered as good for ensuring 
integrity, processors argued that it has further exasperated the competition and the price 
pressure among processors and this have been suggested as a route for cheating. 
Processors felt that the retailers should accept their role in cheating scandals and see it as a 
consequence of placing price pressure on processors. It is believed that retailers will 
temporarily up their ante immediately following an incident but drop their guard when the 
cost of maintaining these measures are no longer a priority. 
 “If somebody wants a cheaper burger, ‘ah, he’ll do it cheaper than you…’…You go away 
scratching your head and saying ‘I can’t do this. I’m going to lose this contract.’ What are 
you going to do? You’re going to cheat. So the retailers…[have] to take responsibility of the 
chain underneath them…” (P25-P) 
 
3.2.4.5. Profitability & Sharing of Profits 
There was insinuation of unequal profit sharing among the supply chain stakeholders, with 
retailers believed to be the majority profit holders. This issue was raised by GRLIB and 
farmers. 
“They’re [retailers] are the dearest market in the world…Unfortunately the price we sell 
stores at is not dear enough, the price the boys [finishers] buy the stores at is too dear, the 
price we [farmers] sell beef at [to processors] is not dear enough but the price…people 
[consumers] buy the meat is too dear. So there’s something happening, there’s somebody 




“..it’s believed to be it’s unfair…and the profitability in the various sectors isn’t equally 
shared. Now, that’s a perception that’s out there.  Whether there’s a degree of evidence or 
not…” (P40-GRLIB) 
However, there was some recognition that the retailers are not making as much profit as 
they used to make and this is echoed by retailers suggestions that they too are working on 
small profit margins from beef and claim beef is being used as a loss leader to encourage 
patrons  into their stores. 
“Up until now the retailers have been very profitable, and we complained about that, but 
now where they're not as profitable, it's scary too.” (P22-F) 
 
“People that are making ready meals are probably making much more of a margin on the 
meat...But if you're talking about cuts of meat… there's not really anybody in that chain 
that's making money and a lot of retailers…[are] using it as loss leaders…to entice people 
into the stores for more profitable areas, and the public now expects cheap meat, which I 
think is a real shame…” (P50-R). 
 
Whenever possible British origin beef is claimed to be a core requirement for most UK 
retailers. Processors questioned whether this was really the case or whether price was the 
real governor. The processors were concerned that the retailers may wish to procure 
cheaper meat, particularly now that retailers are reporting lower profit margins. 
“UK retail is very much behind British produce…Consumers want to buy British because of 
trust, and all the work Chris Elliot has done…However, price governs… If they can buy Irish 
beef…and sell it cheaper than British beef, they’ll do it.” (P31-P). 
 
3.2.4.6. Short Term Outlook 
GRLIB respondents suggested retailers also have a short term outlook as they believed 
retailers are more concerned about food for today and tomorrow and less about feeding 
the increasing population in the future.  
“I think in the global context now, with the world’s population set to increase, resources 
getting less, I don’t think that…the longer term…holds the same extent as it did...And I don’t 
think, as far as I can see… the retail market…is really looking at, they’re in a short fix...They 




3.2.5. Barriers of the External Environment 
Figure 3.2 illustrates the external barriers identified by all stakeholder groups apart from 
farmers. Interviews with farmers revealed that they viewed the some external barriers as 
more internal, i.e. they attempted to identify where in the supply chain the blame lied. This 
reiterates previous points raised about the farmer’s poor understanding of the supply 
chain.  Following data collection from the remaining stakeholder groups these barriers were 
interpreted to be external to the NI beef supply chain environment, in other words, factors 




Figure 3.2: Perceived External Barriers to Optimal Performance in the NI Beef Supply 
Chain (described in more detail below). 
 
3.2.5.1. Currency Volatility  
The strength of the British Pound (prior to EU referendum vote in June 2016) relative to 
other currencies was identified as a barrier, particularly when trading with Eurozone 
countries. The weakening of the pound following the June 2016 EU referendum vote 
(Brexit) may have created temporary opportunities in Eurozone countries. However, at any 
time point, “…currency fluctuation always helps, or hinders…” (P44-GRLIB) the 
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competitiveness of the NI beef supply chain. Brexit has an impact on currency fluctuations 
as illustrated by the dashed line in figure 3.2. Currency volatility can impact a country’s 
competitiveness on the global market at any time point. 
 
3.2.5.2. Brexit 
Brexit was raised frequently as a barrier and stakeholders are concerned about the 
uncertainty that lies ahead in the industry. They indicated that business decisions are at a 
standstill until there is more certainty about the UK’s position in the EU with regards to 
trade. Specifically, concerns were raised in relation to subsidies, labour in factories, 
potential price rises of food, tariff implications, the regulatory framework, implications on 
cross border trade, negotiation of trade deals and research funding expenditure and 
allocation. Additionally, stakeholders expressed worry that agriculture is not a top priority 
for UK government when negotiating trade deals.  
“…in all trade agreements agriculture is…talked about when everybody has their bags 
packed up and they’re walking out the door, ‘oh Jesus, we forgot agriculture’, and bang, 
there’s a deal done on agriculture when walking out the door- every time in trade 
agreements…” (P48-P) 
 
Equally, it was acknowledged that although there is uncertainty due to Brexit, it may also 
bring opportunities, namely financially attractive export opportunities, decline of subsidy in 
promoting self-sufficiency, opportunities to adapt the grading framework and a more 
favourable regulatory outlook. 
 
3.2.5.3. Cost of British/ NI Beef and Global Competition 
The high price of British beef on the world market is seen as an issue for the industry when 
trying to export outside the GB retail market. Market liberalisation globally has afforded the 
opportunity for commodities to be traded internationally. However, it is believed that 
British/NI beef is often considered too expensive by potential world consumers and is not 
price competitive on a global scale where cheaper beef can be sourced from countries with 
lower input costs. It is thought that although British beef can compete globally on the basis 
of high standards against a country with substantially lower standards, for example, South 
American countries, it can’t compete on price alone. In addition, it is believed to be 
especially difficult to compete with ROI on standards (particularly in Europe) as you are 




“…when you’re trying to open up export markets and you’ve got the dearest beef in Europe, 
it doesn’t really stack up… from a selling point of view and pushing the meat into these 
markets, I can tell you it’s an uphill struggle…” (P28-P) 
 
3.2.5.4. Restricted Export Markets 
Market access for UK origin beef was seen as an issue by stakeholders, with the view that 
the less markets open and available to UK beef, the less room there is to increase or level 
out beef prices. Legislative barriers have restricted access to two of the largest markets 
(China and USA) for UK beef. Additionally, the BSE legacy is still considered as a barrier to 
exporting beef outside Europe and the industry are believed to have become less export 
minded than they were previously. 
“…an industry that was entirely export driven…suddenly had to change overnight and try to 
work out how to sell this meat into a supermarket…. The problem is that they concentrated 
on that so much for 15 years that they forgot how to export.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
3.2.5.5. Threat of Cheaper Imports 
On the other side of the coin, the threat of lesser (mostly extrinsic) quality imports into the 
UK/NI is also believed to a substantial barrier. Stakeholders expressed concerns about 
imports from countries such as Botswana, Argentina and Brazil that can produce beef for 
significantly less money and therefore can be sold at a lower price to consumers.  
“You can't be flippant about this imported stuff coming in... A man with a family coming in 
and looking at sirloin steak on a butcher counter and he sees three slices of sirloin 
steak...He's on a budget, does he care if it's from Poland?...That is the challenge, whether 
we like it or not.” (P54-R) 
 
It is believed that if these countries were to improve animal health, welfare and food safety 
standards they would become more of a threat to NI as the industry could no longer 
compete on a superior standards platform. That being said and for the time being, a solid 
commitment from retailers to British/NI beef is believed to exist despite the cheaper import 
opportunities. 
 
3.2.5.6. Consumer Preferences: Taste and Choice of Meat and Environmental Concerns 
With Brexit looming, stakeholders believed price will become even more important to the 
customer (and consumer) and therefore consumers may turn to cheaper protein 
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alternatives. Stakeholders suggested beef is not viewed as an everyday item by consumers 
and is often overlooked in favour of other cheaper and perceived healthier protein sources 
such as chicken, fish and pork. The pork and chicken industries have intensified and have 
reduced their supply chain costs which have been passed onto the consumer but the beef 
industry, due to its lack of intensification, makes it more difficult to compete against them 
on price. 
“…our cost per kilo is far, far above that of bacon and poultry, so obviously the housewife, 
under the austerity we have worldwide now, is going to go for white meat.  So that is why I 
say beef is a niche market.” (P16-F) 
 
It is believed that changing consumer tastes have also contributed to the decline in beef 
consumption, with consumers now showing less preference for Sunday roasts and meals 
that require more effort and time to prepare and cook. Furthermore, stakeholders raised 
concerns that the perceived environmental impact of beef production on climate change 
further contributes to the poor representation of beef. Stakeholders suggested that as 
whole, the industry is unprepared for the possibility that beef may become even more 
unpopular in response to environmental concerns. 
“If greenhouse warming is correct and there’s a tipping point in 5 years’ time, beef is going 
to become so unsexy it might fall off a cliff, and we haven’t thought about it.” (P45-P) 
 
3.2.5.7. Consumer Understanding and Appreciation 
Consumers’ perceived lack of understanding and appreciation for agriculture and food 
production was identified by stakeholders. They stated that consumers do not grasp 
agriculture and don’t think about how food gets on their plates. It is believed that to 
consumers “… it's just this product right in front of me and…they're not thinking down 
through the supply chain.” (P32-P). Additionally, consumers are believed to be 
unappreciative of the value of beef nor the low cost of food afforded through subsidies. It is 
felt more should be done to educate consumer on farming and food processing.  
“…they [consumers] don’t half appreciate that if the EU wasn’t contributing then the cost of 
product would be even higher and it would be much more expensive for them…” (P40-
GRLIB) 
 
3.2.5.8. Political Developments 
Political developments around the world such as the Russian Embargo on EU food in 2014 
were recognised as barriers to competitiveness of the NI beef industry. Following the 
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invasion of Crimea in Ukraine by Russia, the EU and other economic power countries placed 
a number of economic sanctions on Russia. Russia responded by placing an import ban on 
EU food stuffs. Specifically in relation to beef, this meant that beef previously sold to Russia 
now had to be sold elsewhere, typically in Europe which has resulted in a larger global beef 
pool within Europe, thereby exasperating competition and diluting the price further.  
 
3.2.5.9. EU Arrangements 
Arrangements made at EU level are also regarded as a barrier to optimal performance in 
the NI beef supply chain. For example, buying cereals as part of a trade deal within the EU 
rather than outside the EU, for example the Americas, meant that NI was now at the end of 
the journey rather than the start, thereby adding costs into the supply chain.  
“…before we went into Europe…we were as competitive in our feeding stuff costs… because 
most of it was coming across the Atlantic... We went into Europe, closed the access to a lot 
of our North American cereals, South American cereals, so we ended up having to take 
material out of Europe…. Northern Ireland was now at the tail end of the journey.” (P23-P) 
 
Country of Origin Labelling (COOL) imposed by the EU is regarded as another EU 
arrangement that has disadvantaged the NI beef industry due to the land border shared 
with the ROI. It is believed that other land border sharing countries in Europe have 
managed to make COOL work effectively with cross border trade, but in NI it has been 
controlled extremely well, and almost too well, resulting in the retailers and other 
customers not accepting cattle that may have had both UK and Irish identities (called 
‘nomads’). It was argued that the essence of COOL has been diluted in European countries; 
“…you must correctly label…where it’s born, reared and slaughtered… as long as you have 
told the truth.  That truth gets completely diluted in Europe, unfortunately…Irish cattle can 
go out there and become Spanish and such like.” (P23-P). However, Brexit may afford 
opportunities outside constraint of EU arrangements, as illustrated by the linkage of these 
two barriers in figure 3.2. 
 
3.2.5.10. Blurred Boundaries  
It is argued that the consumers who buy from the retailer get all the correct information on 
origin (COOL) but there are reservations among stakeholders on the truthfulness of the 
information in restaurants, butchers and other catering trade businesses. These types of 
businesses are not legally obliged to display the same COOL information. 
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“When you retail pack beef it [origin] has to stay in the retail pack but if you buy beef in the 
restaurant or the butchers, that retail pack doesn’t have to say…” (P27-P). 
 
3.2.5.11. Supply and Demand 
While farmers believed that processors purchase cattle elsewhere to avoid increasing the 
demand and price for cattle in NI, other stakeholders regarded such issues as a factor of 
normal supply and demand and viewed it as an external barrier rather than one directly 
attributable to a sole stakeholder(s). Retailers argued that both ends of the supply chain 
can influence supply and demand. They suggested that farmers have as much influence 
over the supply and demand curve as their respective stage in the supply chain. They stated 
that when demand is up or if farmers believed the price to not be viable, they intentionally 
do not sell cattle and hold the cattle back for a period of time to create  demand and 
therefore gain a better price and influencing the farm gate price.  
“The problem is, when you grow that fast, the farmer is not silly and they'll realise that the 
demand from XXXX has gone up, or it has actually doubled…so [farmers think] ‘the more 
animals they want perhaps we can hold a few back and get a better price’, which is fine, at 
the end of the day.” (P51-R) 
 
Retailers believed that as hobby farmers are not solely focused on the farm operations and 
cattle quality, they and the animals they produce become particularly problematic at peak 
demand times when cattle of undesired quality or standard are purchased by processors in 
order to fulfil orders. In addition, there are two times of the year (typically May/June and 
Christmas) where there is a seasonal demand for beef, but this is mirrored by low supply 
and retailers questioned why this is the case and why farmers do not finish more cattle at 
these peak times.  
“...people tend to finish their cattle in the spring/summertime. Actually, if you look at the 
market, that's not the time that you should be finishing your cattle.  If…you were really 
looking at what your consumer wanted, why do you finish cattle then?  Why aren't you 
finishing later in the year to meet your winter Christmas demands?” (P52-R) 
 
3.2.5.12. Price Differential between NI and GB 
There is an average farm gate price difference between GB and NI cattle, with NI typically 
being lower than the GB average. Some supply chain stakeholders suggested this is due to 
the retailer attempting to recover the costs of transport over the Irish sea. Retailers 
acknowledged that there is a price difference between NI and GB beef but couldn’t give an 
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exact reason for this. Retailers alluded to various reasons for the price differential including 
the need to recover transport costs but also other reasons unrelated to their operations 
specifically. They stated that the GB average is inflated by the high cost associated with 
cattle in Scotland. Retailers suggested the higher price of Scottish cattle may be due to the 
higher proportion of beef cattle (relative to dairy cattle) in Scotland and as cattle are 
weighed by kilo weight and beef animals are heavier animals, inflating Scottish prices which 
ultimately inflates the GB average. Retailers also suggested that the lower price paid to 
farmers for NI cattle may be a consequence of the close competition from cheaper ROI 
cattle and therefore NI cattle must in the same ball park as ROI prices. Retailers admitted 
they aren’t exactly sure why the price differential exists. 
 
3.2.5.13. Other External Considerations 
The impact of weather on production, the incompatibility of cattle systems in NI, GB and 
ROI and the presence of dealers in the NI beef supply chain were also identified as barriers 
to optimal performance. Weather is seen as an uncontrollable factor but there is 
recognition that weather can impact beef production costs as poor weather means grass 
feeding cannot be relied on and therefore animals are fed on purchased grain. The 
incompatibility of cattle systems in NI, GB and ROI means tracing cattle across regions 
becomes a laborious and time consuming and is an additional factor processors have to 
contend with. Finally, the presence of dealers in the chain (a third party involved in the 
purchasing and selling of cattle) are also believed to add unnecessary transactions and cost 
into the system as the dealer has to make a profit from what they are doing, therefore 
reducing profit for the remainder of the supply chain stakeholders. 
 
3.3. DISCUSSION 
To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first instance where barriers in the NI beef 
supply chain have been identified using multiple perspectives at multiple stages in the 
supply chain. The analysis of whole chain data collected from several stakeholders in the NI 
beef industry has highlighted numerous barriers to optimal performance at each stage of 
the supply chain as well as barriers that are external to the chain. This section will draw on 
existing literature to discuss the most prevalent barriers to optimal performance, i.e. a 
competitive, resilient and profitable NI beef supply chain, and will question whether 
improving performance and profitability through the obvious means, i.e. an 
increase/expansion in production to gain more attractive economies of scale, should be the 
ultimate goal considering current climate in the beef market. 
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3.3.1. Barriers to Growth and Profitability 
It is evident from this study that the beef supply chain is a complex system, with multiple 
internal and external factors impacting the profitability and competitiveness of the 
industry. Durach, Wieland and Machuca (2015) suggest that the more complex a supply 
chain, the less robust or resilient it is, however, a resilient supply chain is conducive to long 
term competitiveness (Tukamuhabw et al., 2015). These papers do not necessarily talk 
about the beef supply chain specifically, its vulnerability to shocks in the external 
environment and the juxtaposition of beef being regarded as a luxury item but traded as a 
commodity. It is clear from this analysis that barriers to profitability in the NI beef supply 
chain are multifaceted in nature and are integrated throughout several different nodes of 
the supply chain from farming through to retailing. Additionally, barriers due to the 
external environment outside the immediate control of the supply chain further impact the 
competitiveness and profitability the beef supply chain.  
 
Poor profitability throughout the supply chain stages was reported in this study but 
evidence suggests that this is not a situation unique to the NI beef industry. While low gross 
margins in NI have been suggested as the main contributory effect to low profitability in the 
NI beef industry (AFSB, no date), poor profit margins have been reported extensively in 
multiple red meat industries (AFSB, no date; National Farmers Union, no date; Klein et al., 
1996; Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011; Vinter, 2013; Moran, 2015). An addition concern 
about unequal sharing of profit in UK meat supply chains and the need to ensure a more 
even distribution of profit for the industry’s longevity has also been highlighted in existing 
literature (Simons et al., 2003; Cox, Chicksand and Palmer, 2007; Francis, Simons and 
Bourlakis, 2008; Free, 2008; EBLEX, 2012; Bowman et al., 2013). However, evidence from 
this study contradicts this, as all stakeholders claimed low profit margins. This study 
extensively considered and examined the perceptions of all stakeholders in the chain, 
providing additional evidence that all supply chain stages are struggling with a lack of 
profitability.  
 
The AFSB Going for Growth policy would suggest that the solution to improving profitability 
is increasing growth and sales which would be the obvious choice when operating a high 
volume, low margin business where throughput is key in ensuring adequate economies of 
scale and continued trading on the short term. A consequence of the industry being 
focusing on short term profit and survival is an inability to commit wholly to a long term 
strategy. It is therefore important to discuss the main factors throughout the supply chain 
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that are impacting the ability of the industry to grow and drive sales for long term 
profitability. 
 
3.3.1.1.  Lack of Succession in the Beef Industry 
Viable succession planning is regarded as an issue across farming and processing in NI as 
identified by this study. Younger generations, perceived to be innovators, will help ensure 
the future competitiveness and resiliency of the beef industry. Older farmers in particular 
are believed to be adverse to adaption and innovation but are also considered a barrier to 
ensuring succession planning (Tranter et al., 2007; Rodriquez et al., 2008; Bernués et al., 
2011; Sottomayor, Tranter and Costa, 2011), preventing the entry of younger famers into 
agriculture. Results of this study further indicated farmers recognise their short falls but are 
either unable or unwilling to make progressive changes, potentially due to the risk adverse 
nature of older farmers. 
 
The aging farming population has widely been considered as a potential threat to the future 
development of the agriculture industry and food production in several other countries too, 
(Bernués et al., 2005; Fasina, 2007; Bernués et al., 2011; Guo, Wen & Zhu, 2015) therefore 
suggesting, poor succession plans in the farming node is not unique to NI and is a much 
larger problem in worldwide agriculture. Children of farmers are encouraged off the farm as 
the returns from agriculture do not encourage new entrants into farming (Fennell, 1981; 
Barkley, 1990; Gasson and Errington, 1993; Angus et al., 2009), confirming the findings of 
this study. These findings imply that if returns from agriculture could be improved, younger 
farmers may be encouraged to farm. In addition, it is imperative that younger farmers are 
able to make farm related decisions without constraint (Oglethorpe and Heron, 2013). 
While younger people are considered the innovators that will drive the industry forward, 
there will be a financial risk with the transition in moving from the current situation, 
through the innovative period prior to arriving at a stage of long term profitability, which 
younger farmers must be prepared to take or be supported through. Furthermore, 
literature suggests that even when a succession plan has been sought, older farmers are 
still unwilling to retire (Sottomayor, Tranter and Costa, 2011), highlighting that tradition 
and lifestyle will continue to be prevalent in beef farming and the issues associated with 
older farmers will prevail for some time. This should be considered by the NI beef industry 
when trying to encourage younger entrants into agriculture, as the impact they will actually 




Literature to date has focused on succession barriers in farming but has rarely considered 
succession barriers at other stages of food supply chains. This study has added significantly 
to the body of literature on agri-food succession as it identified the need to secure a future 
for the processing end of the chain. By ensuring the pipeline is filled with people with the 
right skill set to innovate and drive the industry forward the longevity of the red meat 
processing industry in NI can be ensured. Further investigation into the desirable skill sets 
of young entrants into the red meat processing industry is required. Additionally, 
understanding the factors that would entice young graduates into food processing sectors 
may also be beneficial. 
 
3.3.1.2. Supply Chain Inefficiencies  
It is believed that the main area of inefficiency in the beef supply chain is at the farming end 
of the supply chain as less attention has been placed on improving efficiencies here. A study 
by Hocquette and Chatelliert (2011) identified poor farm efficiencies in European beef 
production systems (compared to poultry and pigs), re-enforcing the notion that beef 
farming related inefficiencies exist in other European countries in addition to NI. This study 
identified several inefficient practices at the farming node such as, fragmented, tradition 
led, diverse and independent operational practices, a dependence on subsidy and poor 
productivity, poor clarity on costs and purchasing behaviour, lifestyle farming and poor 
economies of scale.  
 
A particularly fragmented farm structure in NI (large numbers of small farms with limited 
land) makes each farmer relatively less competitive when considering the economies of 
scale as a profitability measure. Generally, each farmer is too small to make a significant 
profit and has limited ability to increase their production in order to reduce costs due 
restrictions on land scale, quality and price. Gorton and Davidova (2001) and Hughes (1998) 
confirms that small fragmented livestock production are less competitive in studies 
conducted in central and eastern European countries. Despite the similarities, it is 
important to note that this particular study considered dairy farms as an example of the 
livestock industry rather than the beef industry. In addition, the setup of processing and 
retailing sectors in central and Eastern Europe may differ compared to NI and these factors 
need to be understood and considered when extrapolating the results. Nonetheless, this 
study corroborate results of other studies; that smaller fragmented production impacts the 
competitiveness of the beef industry. These results suggest larger farms would help 
improve competitive performance and profitability of the industry through economy of 
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scale and efficiency improvement. The AFSB believe that larger scale production to be the 
key to increasing profitability in NI (AFSB, 2013) via the economies of scale benefits larger 
production affords. However, the high cost of land (to buy or rent) and current 
arrangements (short term leases and conacre) on renting land is problematic to this in NI 
(AFSB, 2013; Best, 2015) as well as in other parts of the UK (Angus et al., 2009) and ROI 
(Hanrahan, 2016). This impacts a farms capability to expand and increase their economies 
of scale. In addition, if larger farm operations were possible, it may conflict with the 
perceived idealistic image of small family farms in NI.  
 
The amalgamation of farmers, for example as producer co-operatives, has been suggested 
as a mechanism for improving the competiveness and profitability of farms (Gorton and 
Davidova, 2001; Angus et al., 2009; Hanrahan, 2016). Larger amalgamated operations 
would require significant collaboration between farmers. However, the independence of 
farmers and tradition which characterise farm operations in NI have been previously 
identified as barriers to cooperation in the farming sector (Kirwan, 2006; Cox, Chicksand 
and Yang, 2007; Everett and Slocum, 2013) and therefore co-operatives do not appear a 
conducive path to expansion. 
 
Within the UK, lifestyle (hobby) farming is reported to be particularly prevalent and has 
been identified as inhibitory to the competitiveness and profitability of agri-food industries 
(Howley et al., 2012). Maximising profit margin is not top priority for hobby farmers as their 
off farm work commitments mean they have less time to devote to farming (Bernués et al., 
2011). The Curry Report in 2002 and Tamilia and Charlebois (2007) highlighted that farmers 
needed to start managing their farm as a business rather than a hobby, suggesting the poor 
commercial awareness of hobby farmers. Hobby farming is believed to have contributed to 
the fragmented and small scale production of beef in NI (there are approximately 19500 
beef and sheep farms), indicating that commercial and market awareness and attention to 
detail may be particularly poor in NI. Kristova and Coque (2015) findings echo the results of 
this study by suggesting that hobby farming as a consequence of fragmentation, results in 
inconsistency in cattle that do not meet the needs of the market, further affecting the 
profitability and growth of the sector. 
 
Furthermore, it is widely believed among NI stakeholders that farmers do not have a clear 
understanding of their input costs. Publications suggest that there is a dependency on 
subsidies to top up farm income and even make an overwhelming contribution to farm 
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income (Bernués et al., 2011; Howley et al., 2012; Kristkova and Coque, 2015) which 
inadvertently reduces the incentive to examine farm productivity and income (Rickard and 
Roberts, 2008; Howley et al., 2012) as the subsidy is supporting unprofitable systems. 
Tamilia and Charlebois (2007) argued that farms should not be excluded from the normal 
economy and should be subject to the same shocks as any other business, and not be not 
reliant on subsidy to absorb shocks. This study identified that the removal of subsidy might 
force farmers to examine their productivity and profitability to become more self-sufficient 
in the global market place. Reliance on farm subsidy has been extensively reported 
elsewhere (Bernués et al., 2011; Howley et al., 2012; Kristkova and Coque, 2015), 
suggesting the impact of subsidy is a much wider European problem. Considering subsidy 
dependence as a European problem, it further creates an uncompetitive position for 
European beef on the world market and is particularly problematic for NI/UK beef which is 
already the most expensive beef in Europe, making it increasingly difficult to be competitive 
and profitable in the sector.  
 
3.3.1.3. Supply Chain Understanding, Market Orientation and Policy Clashes 
Study findings highlighted that there was a poor understanding by farmers on the workings 
of the supply chain. Christopher and Peck (2004) and Rickard and Roberts (2008) identified 
a need for the farmer to understand the supply chain workings and also, to understand the 
needs of the other stakeholders in the chain including consumers. Results suggested there 
is a greater need for farmers in NI to understand the supply chain better in order to serve 
the market better and help improve growth and profitability prospects. However, it was 
acknowledged that the lack of clarity and understanding is not solely the farmers fault, and 
that other stakeholders, (namely processors) have not always clearly translated market 
signals back to farmers. Farmers (and processors) must be more attune to consumer’s 
needs, beliefs and behaviours (Lea and Worsley, 2006) and farmers can not continue to 
cease responsibility at the farm gate (Corcombe, Enright and Porter, 1991; Beverland, 2005; 
Edwards and Shultz, 2005) which NI farmers are believed to be guilty of. This all resonates 
in the earlier The Curry Report (2002, p.16) which stated ‘…Farmers will need to listen more 
to their customers-or lose money’ and provides opportunities for the industry to work 
together to help the farmer in particular, to understand the needs of the market place 
better in order to improve profitability prospects. 
 
EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) reform in 2003 saw the EU cutting ties between 
subsidy payments and production (known as decoupling) through implementing Single 
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Farm Payment which was based on the amount of land kept in good agricultural and 
environmental condition as well as cross compliance with food safety and animal welfare 
standards (Rude, 2007; Tranter at al., 2007; Marsden and Sonnion, 2008). The concept of 
decoupling meant that farmers should more effectively respond to market signals and 
therefore become more market orientated as they could not influence the amount of 
subsidy they received (Rude, 2007). However, results of this study suggested the 
decoupling of payments hasn’t provided any great improvements on market orientation in 
NI.  
 
EU member states were able to decide on the payment model and NI decided on a model 
that based 78% of payment on historical payments from 2000-2002 (inclusive) and 22% on 
land area (Allen et al., 2014).  In the 2013 reform, environmental elements (‘greening’) 
were taken a step further and more environmentally sustainable farming incentives were 
implemented in 2015 (European Commission, 2015). From the initiation of ‘greening’ type 
incentives, there has been various publications which have highlighted the conflicting 
objectives greening poses on livestock systems. Authors describe a policy clash between 
trying to pursue productive and profitable agriculture through encouraging greater 
economies of scale while still trying to maintain environmental pledges to ensure receipt of 
EU subsidy, but essentially the format of payment (based on land) encourages farmers to 
abandon production (keep less livestock) as the more livestock you have the more money 
you lose (Gibon, 2005; Tranter et al., 2007; Marden and Sonnino, 2008; Angus et al., 2009; 
Bernués et al., 2011). It appears that the subsidy structure put forward in NI will encourage 
less beef production which is the opposite of what the AFSB are proposing in increasing 
production for profitability, highlighting a specific conundrum in NI beef agriculture. 
Furthermore, the poor understanding of the supply chain, coupled with already poor 
market orientation and policy clashes, it will be uphill struggle in NI to generate profit via 
other more consumer/market orientated means.  
 
3.3.1.4. Short Term Nature and Adaptability of the Beef Industry 
Fluctuations in commodity and fuel prices, changes in policy and consumer demands as well 
as climatic events, for example, droughts are some factors that have create uncertainty in 
the food industry (Darnhofer et al., 2010). Industries must constantly react and respond to 
new realities and opportunities (Bernués et al., 2011) to ensure maximum opportunity for 
profitability is gained on the short term. Short term gains and outlook has been identified 
as a barrier to long term success and profitability in the NI beef industry. However, the NI 
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beef supply chains’ constant need to stay afloat and fight today and tomorrow’s fire 
actually opposes any strategy to achieve long term goals. The agri-food’s ability to adapt 
has been documented (Darnhofer et al., 2010, p.552): ‘…adaptability is no longer just one 
factor enhancing competitiveness on the market, it has become a key aspect of… survival’. 
While adaptability is present in the short term in the NI beef supply chain, long term 
adaptability to meet market needs appears to be lacking, with the industry stuck in a state 
of gaining from fleeting opportunities. The word survival is key in the quote, especially 
when agriculture competition is increasing globally and only the fittest will survive, 
highlighting the need for the NI beef industry to examine how to ascertain long term 
profitability over global competitors.  
 
The independence of farmers is believed to contribute further to poor adoption of 
technologies that could improve productivity and competitiveness and therefore, 
profitability (Gorton and Davidova, 2001) of the industry in the long term and these 
concerns have also been echoed locally (NIMEA, no date). In addition, several studies have 
highlighted an unwillingness, fearfulness or risk adverseness of farmers in adopting best 
practice and more sustainable approaches (McEachern and Seaman, 2005; Tranter et al., 
2007; Rodriguez et al., 2008; Bernués et al., 2011). However, it should also be noted that 
poor adoption and adaption is not always linked to personal beliefs or attitudes but to 
more capacity related barriers such as economic factors, educational factors and land 
arrangements (Rodriguez et al., 2008; NIMEA, no date). Evidence suggests a need for 
significant education and changes in thought, attitudes and processes in NI so that 
profitability benefits from adaption and adoption can be realised. 
 
3.3.1.5. Internal Competitive Pressures in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
Both the beef processing industry in NI and GB retailers cited competitive pressures among 
their respective nodes as impacting the profitability of the NI beef sector. With processing 
in NI being dominated by five main processors, it is oligopolised (AFSB, 2013), meaning that 
there are few processors who farmers can sell to. However, this study reported that 
processors are running under their maximum slaughter capacity, suggesting that oligopoly 
in the chain could be further intensified if processors were to be further rationalised. 
 
Oligopoly intensifies again with fewer dominant retailers on whom NI farmers and 
processors are reliant on and tied to. Retailers described a scenario where there is 
competition to offer consumers the best price, quality or both over their competitor, which 
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results in a race to the bottom, further exasperating competition among retailers (so called 
‘price wars’). In addition, the rise of the discount retailers offering lower prices on 
same/similar foods it believed to have further exasperated the price wars (Burt and Sparks, 
1994). Competition and price wars at the retail node have been identified as impacting the 
profitability and functioning in the rest of the beef chain (Vavra and Goodwin, 2005) as 
processors race to provide the best deal to retailers, thereby exasperating the competitive 
pressures and the profitability at the processor node and subsequently at the farmer node. 
Literature (McCorriston, 2002; Burt and Sparks, 2003) discusses imperfect competition in 
grocery retailing at length. Some suggest that there is less resiliency in a supply chain where 
there is a dominant node (the retailer in this case), and with less resiliency the effect of a 
disruption is more pronounced, therefore reducing the capacity of the entire supply chain 
(Rice and Caniato, 2003; Craighead et al., 2007; Erol, Sauser and Mansouri, 2010; 
Wakolbinger and Cruz, 2011; Carvalho, Maleki and Cruz-Machado, 2012). While none of 
this is unique to NI, profitability and competitive pressures are believed to be further 
exasperated by regional price disparities in NI and GB cattle, with GB cattle on average 
gaining a higher price. NI has the added disadvantage of starting with a lower average cattle 
price over the remainder of the UK. The price disparity have been widely reported and 
reports conclude that the reasons are multifactorial and complex and are constantly 
evolving (Livestock and Meat Commission (LMC) and Oxford Economics, 2013) and 
therefore it is difficult to pinpoint the exact causative factors, particularly as external 
market factors play a crucial role in determining price. In this case, NI must carefully 
manage the costs throughout the supply chain they have control over in order to be more 
resilient to external pressures and shocks. 
 
3.3.1.6. Representation 
A publication which investigated perceived exporting barriers of UK agricultural products 
(Crick and Chaudhry, 2000) highlighted red tape, poor government assistance, restrictions 
imposed by foreign countries and difficulty in locating the correct representation as barriers 
at the governmental stages in agri-food chains, contributing to a lack of opportunity to sell 
produce.  These results are similar to those identified in this study. However, NI has a 
unique situation whereby agricultural related issues on a global stage are dealt with 
nationally (by DEFRA), and is seen as a significant inhibitor in the NI agri-food industry. It is 
believed that there are significant representational issues associated with DEFRA and a lack 
of cohesion between the relevant regional agricultural departments which impact on the 
ability for DAERA to leverage opportunities for the NI agri-food industry. This is a unique 
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situation for the devolved regions within the UK that is not seen elsewhere; for example  
ROI, who are believed to have a more cohesive and strategic agricultural department to 
grow their beef sector. 
 
3.3.2. Considering the Current Climate, is Expansion Key to Profitability? 
Firstly, farming is fundamental and it is important to address that without farming the rest 
of the supply chain is virtually non-existent as without cattle, there would be no processing 
and without processing there would be no meat for retailers and other customers to sell to 
consumers. This illustrates the importance of ensuring the survival of beef farming in NI to 
secure the longevity of the remaining nodes of the industry. However, we must consider 
what farming looks like in the future in relation to key obstacles. The anticipated increase in 
population (9.7 billion by 2050) (United Nations Department of Economics and Social 
Affairs, 2015) unquestionably indicates there is a substantial need for a long term strategy 
in order to feed the growing population.  
 
As NI is small with only a finite amount of land and it is already known that NI (and likely 
the rest of the UK) cannot compete with other countries such as Brazil to produce beef for 
significantly less on a much larger scale. Therefore questions are raised as to whether 
increasing production (as appears to be the aspiration in NI), is really going to be of 
significant benefit to NI as it tries to feed the world? This poses another question as to 
whether NI should look at other ways of increasing profitability of the beef sector other 
than by increasing production and economies of scale? 
 
It is important to note that, while meat consumption is increasing overall (Hocquette and 
Chatelliert, 2011; European Commission, 2015; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OCED)- Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), 
2017), red meat consumption has been steadily declining in the UK (Agriculture and 
Horticulture Development Board (AHDB) Beef and Lamb, 2015b) and in other European 
countries (Verbeke and Viaene, 1999; Henchion et al., 2014; AHDB Beef and Lamb, 2015b;  
European Commission, 2015), with production expected to decline in line with 
consumption decreases in the future (European Commission, 2015). Hocquette and 
Chatelliert (2011) document some reasons for declining beef consumption including, 
ethical, environmental, health, religious, cultural and availability beliefs and constraints. 
The UK and other European countries, namely ROI, are currently the main customers of the 
NI beef industry and evidence suggests they are also likely to see a continued decline in 
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consumption, resulting in less demand for beef. It is estimated that by 2025, there will be 
an imbalance between production and consumption in the EU, with production exceeding 
consumption (Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011), therefore, there will be a reliance on 
exporting outside the EU to balance the production-consumption imbalance.  
 
When discussing consumption decline, three aspects need to be considered, 1) 
environmental concerns, 2) health concerns, and 3) versatility and convenience. The EXPO 
project in the EU (2015) reported that while there is increased demand for meat overall, 
there is also an increase in food waste and beef, in particular, is believed to have a 
significant impact on greenhouse gas emissions (Grunert, 2006; Kearney, 2010; Henchion et 
al., 2014; EXPO project, 2015; Benton, 2016), both of which are environmental concerns 
and drivers of consumption among consumers. Tim Benton from Chatham House discusses 
the aspect of sustainable nutrition and proposes that the current greenhouse gas and food 
waste crises are factors of overbuying of cheap food as a consequence of unsustainable 
food production (Benton, no date) which provides only short term economic benefit to the 
supply chain (Benton, 2014). He argues that food production would be more sustainable if 
there was less food waste, a lower environmental impact of production and industry (and 
consumers) paid the full value of food (Benton, no date). 
 
Benton also suggests that health is a major driver in consumption and that poultry is 
considered to be healthier protein source over red meat (Kantar Worldpanel, 2014; 
European Commission, 2015) and  has contributed significantly to the overall increase in 
meat consumption globally (OCED-FAO, 2016). A World Health Organisation (WHO) report 
in 2015 on red meat consumption described red meat as ‘probably carcinogenic’ and 
processed meat at ‘carcinogenic’.  That said, other studies have found no link between 
unprocessed red meat and an increased risk of health complications such as cancer and 
cardiovascular disease (Micha et al., 2010; Kappeler, Eichholzer, & Rohrmann, 2013; 
Rohrmann et al., 2013). The WHO report may have had an effect on consumers’ behaviour 
(European Commission, 2015) in relation to red meat purchasing. Certainly within the UK, 
the Department of Health is actively encouraging consumers to eat less red meat in line 
with the findings (NHS Choices, 2015) which according to Binnie et al. (2014) may actually 
inadvertently result in unintended health consequences. Regardless of the conflicting 
reports on the healthiness of red meat, consumers may still perceive it to be less healthy 
than white meat sources and the WHO findings in 2013 are believed to have contributed to 
the decline of red meat consumption in the UK (Johnston, 2016). Therefore this provides an 
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opportunity for the industry to either change the perception of red meat healthiness or 
develop beef products that better suit the health conscious consumer. 
Lifestyle changes mean people are now busier and are therefore seeking convenience from 
the food they buy (Bernués, Olaizola and Corcoran, 2003; Henchion et al., 2014). Kantar 
Worldpanel (2014) suggest that the versatility and convenience of chicken is what makes it 
increasingly popular over red meat with consumers. Interestingly, convenient attributes of 
food have also resulted on consumers perceiving these foods to be less healthy (Henchion 
et al., 2014) which is an interesting conundrum in which trade-offs may be made, 
presenting an opportunity as consumers want healthy convenience from beef and the 
industry should consider these aspects when developing products to meet consumers’ 
needs. 
 
Considering the environmental concerns and health concerns of consumers and the need 
for convenience in relation to red meat, it is important that the NI beef industry see these 
concerns as opportunities to improve profitability through delivery of a product that meets 
these needs. Undoubtedly, increasing production would help improve economies of scale 
and profitability, but in light of the health and environmental concerns centred on beef, 
there is a need to question whether this is the appropriate mechanism for improving 
profitability? NI can’t compete on a price platform on the global beef market at present and 
there is no guarantee they will be able to even if they were to increase economies of scale. 
Individual on farm efficiency improvement and throughput in factories are important for 
profitability but there is a need to question the benefit of increasing production overall 
when consumer preferences are changing and consumption is declining. There has to be 
consideration given to whether expansion is the only answer to improving profitability. 
Industry must consider that actions taken must be centred on environmental, health and 
convenience (value- added) aspects in order to be sure consumers’ needs are met, without 
sacrificing the idealistic family farm image, and the industry will be rewarded through 
repeat purchasing. 
 
3.3.3. The Elephant in the Room: Brexit 
Brexit is the elephant in the room that the NI food industry did not anticipate. Concerns 
regarding the impact of Brexit on the NI food and drink sector have been extensively 
documented (Northern Ireland Food and Drink Association (NIFDA), 2016) and spoken 
about, for example, the implications of trade tariffs and trade with the ROI and labour in 
processing facilities. However, Brexit also poses opportunities or triggers for change in the 
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NI beef industry. It provides opportunity to re-write agricultural policy and enable the 
industry to become more self-sufficient, sustainable and profitable. Potential withdrawal of 
farm subsidy payments, triggered by Brexit may improve self-sufficiency on farms and 
policies aligned to leveraging added value for consumers, could help the industry become 
more sustainable and profitable in the long term, ensuring the longevity of the industry. 
However, as the BBC reported, Michael Gove (Environment Secretary) suggested subsidies 
would be available for NI farmers post Brexit (BBC News, 2017). How long subsidies will be 
provided for post Brexit is unknown. Undoubtedly, Brexit will ultimately mean change for 
the industry where changes can mean foraging opportunities.  
 
3.3.4. Perceptions or Reality? 
North (2008) states that perceptions are derived from mental constructs and individuals 
can interpret the same scenario or ‘evidence’ differently, therefore in any situation, 
someone or one institution may perceive their actions one way but other stakeholders 
perceive it in a different way. While the actual reality is unknown to anyone inside an 
economically competitive system,  humans within this system will construct their own 
beliefs about the reality (North, 2008). Evidence suggests that retailers are putting their 
competitive needs before those of the consumer which appear to be focused on health, 
environmental responsibility and convenience. North (2008) explains that these beliefs or 
perceptions may be widely believed within a society (or in this case, the beef supply chain) 
and are reflective of a consensus, or alternatively, where perceptions may be contrasting 
and represent divisions within the supply chain it is the dominant perceptions that remain. 
While retailer perceptions can’t necessarily be regarded as fact but rather a consensus, 
there is no way of knowing if this is the case or not. Studies involving both retailers and 
consumers may help to verify these perceptions but it will always be subject to 
stakeholders discussing this topic frankly and honestly. 
 
3.4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Using multiple stakeholder perspectives, this study extrapolated the barriers believed to 
exist at specific stages in the NI beef supply chain. Farming is of ultimate importance in the 
NI food industry and farming is the gate keeper in the beef industry, as without it the rest 
of the industry ceases to exist. Therefore, it is essential to ensure the longevity of the beef 
farming enterprise in NI. However, the link between inefficiency and unprofitability in beef 
farming needs to be addressed to facilitate the long term competitiveness and resiliency of 
the NI beef sector and the means by which profitability is improved need to be addressed.  
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The existence of hobby farmers is believed to be an inhibitory factor in the NI beef chain, 
whereby hobby farmers largely slow the progression and adaption of the farming sector 
overall. The adaptability of farmers and the lack of younger farmers choosing a career in 
farming are also thought to be significant barriers, and the encouragement of younger 
generations into the beef industry is believed to be key to overcoming problems associated 
with older generation farmers and adaptability. Imperfect competition at retailing and 
processing nodes was considered and concerns of dominance at retailing and processing 
levels were expressed.  
 
In addition, there was also acknowledgement of the fierce competition (price wars, 
competition for raw materials) in the supply chain impacting the profitability of the 
industry. The constant reactionary motives by retailers, and thus processors, means long 
term strategy is less of a priority and short term gains are the top priority in order to stay 
afloat. Furthermore, government related barriers were also identified as impacting the 
performance of the sector.  
 
A disconnection in the NI beef industry was highlighted in several aspects, including 
between industry and government, industry and research and within industry as well as the 
farmers disconnection with the supply chain. External factors outside the direct control of 
the NI beef supply chain such as political developments and arrangements, currency 
fluctuations and global factors are also believed to have a significant impact (or benefit) on 
the competitiveness, resiliency and profitability of the NI beef industry at any time point. 
The vision to improve profitability by production expansion must be evaluated carefully. 
Beef production is declining as consumers become more health conscious, environmentally 
aware and seek convenience, therefore the industry need to consider potential merits in 
meeting these needs through value added produce as a means of improving profitability 
rather than defaulting to increasing economies of scale via production increases.  
 
Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations are suggested: 
1. Evaluate the merit of mass expansion of farms and increasing production over the 
merit of value added mechanisms which meet consumer needs, when considering 
how to improve profitability of the beef industry; 
2. Consider how the efficiency of farms can be improved on an individual basis 
through adoption of new practices and encouraging more business orientated 
farming while still preserving the idealistic family farm model;  
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3. Younger generations should be appropriately incentivised to have a career in beef 
farming, as they are the generation of farmers that are believed to progressive and 
innovative. Job prospects in other aspects of the industry such as processing also 
need to be made financially and viably attractive to younger people; 
4. Industry should continue to work with government to gain access to restricted 
export markets, on improving representation globally and collaborating on policy 
(including subsidy related policy), that is beneficial to the beef industry as a whole, 
particularly in light of the potential opportunity to do so afforded by Brexit; 
5. Consider the opportunities afforded by Brexit to rewrite and refocus policy on 
objectives that work for the NI beef industry; 
6. As a whole, the industry must work together to narrow the disconnect that exists 
among them and move towards the AFSB goal of ‘uniting as one supply chain’; 
7. As a whole, the industry must focus on long term goals and strategy to ensure the 
longevity of the NI beef industry in a global market place, especially in light of the 
unknowns Brexit may bring; 
8. As a whole, the industry must focus on the barriers identified that they can exert 
influence over, for example, profitability improvement, so that the industry is in a 
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4. Chapter Four- Deconstruction of the Contributing Success Factors of Scotch Beef 
Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) 
 
4.1. INTRODUCTION 
The Scottish red meat industry is an important segment of the Scottish economy, 
contributing £2.1 billion annually to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Scotland (Quality 
Meat Scotland (QMS), 2014a). GDP represents the market value of goods and services 
produced by a particular nation in a year (Brezina, 2012). The Scottish red meat industry 
accounts for 50,000 jobs (QMS, 2014a), therefore securing economic and social 
sustainability within the beef (and lamb) industry. The monetary value and employability 
presented by the Scottish red meat industry, indicates the success, but also the 
sustainability of the industry for Scotland and its people.   
 
Of particular importance to the Scottish red meat industry is the heavily promoted ‘Scotch 
Beef’ brand. Scotch Beef is a brand built on a scheme of assurance as well as innovative 
marketing and responsibility practices. Independent research identified Scotch Beef as the 
largest Food and Drink brand in Scotland and Great Britain (QMS, 2014c), and research 
commissioned by the Food Standards Agency (FSA) Scotland in 2009 revealed that the 
largest proportion of all red meat sales was attributable to beef (27%) (Revoredo-Ghia et 
al., 2011). These independent results emphasise the importance of the brand to the 
Scottish economy. 
 
The Scotch Beef brand is governed, protected and promoted by a public body called Quality 
Meat Scotland (QMS, 2014a) and underpinned by a Protected Geographical Indication 
(PGI); a legal guarantee from the European Union (EU) which ‘…covers agricultural products 
and food stuffs closely linked to the geographical area’ where at least one production, 
processing or preparation step has taken place in the defined geographical area (European 
Commission, 2016). QMS is ‘umbrella-ed’ by a larger organisation called Scotland Food and 
Drink (SFD) which has the overarching responsibility for covering and growing all of 
Scotland’s food and drink market (SFD, 2010). Scotch Beef has been registered as a PGI 
since 1st July 200415 indicating its long standing PGI status. QMS represents the farmers, 
feed processors, hauliers, processors and auction marts involved in the production and 




processing of Scotch Beef and is funded by a mandatory levy from the participants in the 
Scotch Beef chain (QMS, 2014b). 
 
The Agri-Food Strategy Board (AFSB) in Northern Ireland (NI) recommended PGI status for 
beef and lamb be investigated in NI, possibly on an all-Ireland basis, with the view that it 
may aid the growth of external sales of beef (78% growth in export sales by 2020) (AFBS, 
2013). The Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) in NI outlined 
the need to benchmark the NI agri-food industry (in this case, the beef industry) against 
another EU country. This case study aims to understand the Scotch Beef PGI system and its 
contributory success factors in order to identify practices that could be embedded in NI 
(see chapter 5). 
 
This chapter will review the practices of QMS in relation to Scotch Beef PGI (addressing aim 
2), which are viewed to underpin the success of Scotch Beef under the 5 areas as of Whole 
Chain Participation and Lifetime Assurance (the PGI), Campaigns and Marketing, 
Responsibility (corporate and public), Consumer Support, and finally Sales and Exports. 
Firstly, this chapter will provide an overview of the case study methods, before presenting 
the results and discussion which will address how these 5 key factors complement each 
other to drive the success of the Scotch Beef brand (figure 4.1).  
 
4.2. METHODS 
A case study  ‘…facilitates exploration of a phenomenon within its context, using a variety of 
data sources…[and] ensures that the issue is not explored through one lens, but rather a 
variety of lens’, [allowing] for multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and 
understood.’ (Baxter and Jack, 2008, p.544). A case study approach was deemed 
appropriate to investigate Scotch Beef PGI as there was a need to answer complex 
questions about the system and its accompanying infrastructure within a contemporary, 
real-life context, pertaining to the criteria set out by Yin (2009). This approach typically uses 
multiple sources of evidence to build a ‘case’ in order to answer the questions in hand and 
is often appropriate where ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions need to be answered within a real-
time, real-life scenario. Case study approaches can be used at an organisational or 
individual level.  
 
Yin (2009) outlines some traditional biases against case studies as a research method, 
including a lack of rigor, generalisability (not generalisable to populations but is 
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generalisable to theories), the duration to complete and the inability to draw casual 
relationships. Despite this, Yin (2009) suggests that these biases’ can be overcome by 
employing systematic procedures in the design, data collection and data analysis phases. 
These procedures include, participant revision and validation (when interviews form part of 
the case study), using multiple sources of evidence (to enable triangulation), pattern 
matching, theory building and developing a case study protocol and database (Yin, 2009). 
Our approach did not involve interviews with key representatives. It was believed that 
interviews could actually create bias as it would be difficult to articulate an unbiased 
interview with questions such as, ‘explain the factors you believe to contribute to the 
success of Scotch Beef PGI?’, and could actually encourage response bias (Yin, 2009). 
Additionally, it could result in the interviewee assuming the interviewer had already 
decided it was a successful platform. Therefore, examining the retrievable material directly 
in front of the researcher was deemed the most appropriate method. 
 
4.2.1. Procedure 
This case study took the format of a single case design that is holistic in nature as it 
represents a unique case, i.e. the system encompassing Scotch Beef PG. It had a single Unit 
of Analysis- the workings of the ‘system’. The study was exploratory in nature, therefore no 
propositions were examined. 
 
In designing the study the following question was considered: 
What are the critical elements that contribute to the success of Scotch Beef PGI? 
 
Literature searches were carried out using Boolean search criteria on various databases, 
using multiple keyword terms to retrieve peer reviewed sources of information (table 4.1). 
Databases chosen were science and management based, as the scope of the research falls 
between these disciplines. In addition to retrieving peer reviewed information, grey 
literature was sought from various sources including the QMS website and its related 
websites and publications, as well as online industry applicable news outlets, legislation and 
generic news outlets. Grey literature was obtained using Boolean searches criteria in 
Google. For peer reviewed sources of information, the Web of Science, Emerald, Science 
Direct, GreenFile, Scopus and Google Scholar databases were used. No limits were set due 
to the limited information retrieved. Relevant papers were extracted. 
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Table 4.1: Boolean Searches showing Keywords and Database used 
Database Keywords No. of sources 
retrieved 
Further Limits Set ●  Rationalised sources 
chosen 
Web of Science 
beef AND scot* 211 Yes 2 
beef/ scot* 211 Yes No additional 
beef/ supply chain 197 Yes 7 
beef AND supply AND chain 199 Yes 9 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
manage* 
57 No No additional 
beef AND logistic 340 Yes 0 
beef AND distrib* 1893 Yes 9 
Beef AND distrib* AND UK 21 No No additional 
Beef AND distrib* AND europe* 59 No 3 
Emerald 
Beef AND scot* 886 Yes 2 
beef AND supply AND chain 806 Yes 42 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
manage* 
778 Yes No additional 
beef AND logistic 245 Yes No additional 
beef AND distrib* 1638 Yes No additional 
beef AND distrib* AND UK 569 Yes No additional or not 
relevant 
beef AND distrib* AND europe* 916 Yes No additional/not relevant 
Science Direct beef AND supply AND chain 11122 Yes No additional/not relevant 
GreenFile beef AND scot* 35 No Not relevant 
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Database Keywords No. of sources 
retrieved 
Further Limits Set ●  Rationalised sources 
chosen 
beef AND supply AND chain 13 No Not relevant 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
manage* 
5 No Not relevant 
beef AND logistic 5 No Not relevant 
beef AND distrib* 60 No Not relevant 
beef AND distrib* AND UK 2 No Not Relevant 
beef AND distrib* AND europe* 3 No Not Relevant 
Scopus 
beef AND supply AND chain 209 Yes 13  
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
manage* 
62 Yes 7 
beef AND logistic 351 Yes Not relevant/no additional 
beef AND distrib* 13 No Not relevant/no addition 
beef AND distrib* AND UK 23 Yes 1 
beef AND distrib* AND europe* 76 Yes No 
Google Scholar 
“Scotch Beef” 254 No 11 
beef AND scot* 16100 Yes 
First 10 pages examined 
0 
beef AND supply AND chain 10400 
Yes 
First 10 pages examined 
8 
beef AND supply AND chain AND UK 36500 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
Northern Ireland 
27700 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 




Database Keywords No. of sources 
retrieved 
Further Limits Set ●  Rationalised sources 
chosen 
beef AND distrib* 25100 Yes 
First 10 pages examined 
0 
beef AND distrib* AND Northern 
Ireland 
18000 
beef AND logistic* 20400 Yes 
First 10 pages examined 
0 
Google 
“Scotch Beef” 10200 Yes 3 main websites aligned to 
Scotch Beef & several news 
articles extracted 
beef AND supply AND chain AND UK 505000 Yes 
First 10 pages examined 
0 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
Northern Ireland 
254000 Yes  
First 12 pages examined 
0 
beef AND supply AND chain AND 
Northern Ireland AND manage* 
3.8 Million Searched stopped as increased number of hits 
beef AND logistic* 194 Million Searched stopped as increased number of hits 
beef AND logistic* AND Northern 
Ireland 
317 Million Searched stopped as increased number of hits 
Key: / - Secondary word searched within the first as a secondary search in retrieved results 
● Various: English, year (2000 or 2002 onwards for google and google scholar), exclusion of categories (those not relevant to agriculture/food 
science/management/planning/beef), Keywords (supply chain management/food industry/meat/value chain/supply chain/agriculture), examination of first 10-12 pages in 
google scholar  
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Retrieved information was selected for further analysis based on relevance to the research 
question. Multiple sources of information were used as recommended by Yin (2009) to 
enable triangulation so that previously mentioned biases could be overcome. The sources 
were read and coded using a desk top thematic analysis. Findings were triangulated and 
arranged into key themes, which denote the contributing success factors of the Scotch Beef 
PGI system.  
 
Pieces of evidence were ranked in a multifaceted manner in order to validate the retrieved 
information. In general, peer reviewed sources of information were regarded as more 
credible than grey sources, but as the lack of peer reviewed information was a limiting 
factor, grey sources were used. In this case, grey sources endorsed by Scotch Beef PGI or 
QMS such as the QMS website and sister sites were deemed as more credible and valid 
than information from news sites, and likewise, industry applicable news sites were 
deemed more appropriate that generic news sites such as BBC and ITV. To help ensure 
reliability of the case study, a planning protocol highlighting the procedures, case study 
questions and reporting guide was established (appendix 3) and in addition, a case study 
data base was also created (appendix 4) (Polo Redondo and Cambra Fierro, 2007; Yin, 
2009). The protocol, based on templates in Brereton et al. (2008) and Yin (2009), was 
adapted to suit this specific case study. A protocol helps the researcher stay focused on the 
topic of the case study and helps anticipate problems (Yin, 2009). 
 
4.3. FINDINGS 
As depictured from figure 4.1, Whole Chain Participation and Lifetime Assurance practices 
are linked (by red lines) to Sales and Exports, Consumer Support, Campaigns and Marketing 
and Responsibility Practices, where assurance practices provide a platform to enable the 
fulfilment of other success factors. It could be argued that consumers may be more likely to 
trust and support meticulously managed assurance schemes that encompass all relevant 
supply chain actors. An increased level of consumer support may therefore increase sales if 
promoted correctly, thus linking this success factor to Campaigns and Marketing. Likewise, 
it could be assumed that consumers will appreciate the responsibility practices of QMS, for 
example, sustainability and use of a statutory levy rather than public money to run the 
organisation.  The Campaign and Marketing efforts provide a platform for educating 
consumers, for example, labelling information and health, therefore representing the public 
responsibility philosophy of QMS and instilling consumer support in Scotch Beef. Campaigns 
and marketing efforts outside of the United Kingdom (UK), such as the use of export agents 
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and trade show attendance can only help elevate exports and sales. It could be argued that 
the perceived success of Scotch Beef is a consequence of these individual success factors 
working in combination. 
 
Without the PGI assurance scheme underpinning the whole brand, there would be nothing 
to promote through campaigns and marketing efforts. Likewise public and corporate 
responsibility practices would be pointless if QMS’s responsibility efforts were not 
promoted along with assurance practices, in order to instil consumer support through the 





Figure 4.1: Interpreted and Interrelated Contributory Success Factors of Scotch Beef PGI (described in more detail in section 4.1)
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4.3.1. Whole Chain Participation and Lifetime Assurance (PGI) 
The underlying principles of Scotch Beef firmly sit within the statutory compliance to the 
assurance scheme that is underpinned by legislation. Article 5 of Regulation (EU) No. 
1151/2012…on quality schemes for agricultural products, governs the whole ethos of 
Scotch Beef at a European Union (EU) level and scopes out the conditions for use of 
protected origin information on food products, i.e. Scotch16. Article 5 states conditions for 
using a Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) reference on food. To carry a geographical 
indication, a product must: 
a) Originate from a specific place, region or country; 
b) Have a specified quality, reputation or other characteristic which can be attributed 
to its geographical origin and; 
c) Have at least one production step take place on the defined geographical area, 
(European Commission, 2012). 
 
According to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) (2007), 
Scotch Beef must be ‘…derived from cattle born, reared for the entirety of their lives, 
slaughtered and dressed in the designated geographical area’. Scotch Beef must be 
produced within mainland Scotland including Western Islands, Orkney and the Shetland 
Isles in which pastures contribute to the distinctive quality characteristics attributable to 
Scotch Beef, (DEFRA, 2007). Legislatively, PGI only requires one production step to occur in 
the defined geographical area, whereas Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) ensures that 
all production steps take place within the defined area. In reality, the policies set out by 
QMS suggest that Scotch Beef has some PDO characteristics. It should be noted that 
legislatively at EU level, all production steps are not required to occur in Scotland, QMS 
employs the philosophy of all production steps within Scotland in their own policies. This 
policy move may be one that enables flexibility in procurement, i.e. if cattle from areas 
outside of Scotland had to be procured there would be no legal repercussions, but the 
internal QMS policy enables best practice to be employed and followed when reasonably 
practical. 
 
The PGI that represents the brand is known as ‘Scotch Beef PGI.’ Although other brands of 
Scottish beef exist, this brand it the only one that holds the differentiated PGI reference 




denoting the birth, rearing and slaughtering of cattle in Scotland by approved farms and 
processors . It must meet all three criteria to qualify for PGI status. QMS provide a PGI 
promise for Scotch Beef which includes 4 key promises: 
1. Quality Guarantee (regarded as stricter than legal production methods and 
controls) 
2. Superior Character (to typical commercial standards) 
3. 100% traceable 
4. Clear Labelling (enabling easy identification of quality, origin and characteristics), 
(QMS, 2014d) 
 
Two of the most critical elements of the assurance scheme which underpins Scotch Beef 
are: 
1. Lifetime Assurance 
2. Full Chain Compliance 
 
Typically, assurance schemes in the UK are voluntary (but usually followed), and are at farm 
level only. Additionally, animals must only spend 90 days on assured holdings to qualify for 
assured status in other UK schemes, but the Scotch Beef employs a lifetime assurance 
approach, meaning that animals must spend the entirety of their lives on assured holdings. 
Furthermore, a ‘full chain’ approach is adopted by QMS, meaning that any link in the chain 
from feed producers that nourish cattle, to the meat processor packaging the final product 
must comply with individual standards set out, in order to be part of the Scotch Beef 
scheme (QMS, 2014e). These standards are aimed at assuring animal welfare, quality, 
safety, customer satisfaction and traceability, and premises are inspected regularly, (QMS, 
2014f).   
 
Under these standards, the use of older animals is not permitted and age limits are 
dependent on sex of the animal. Additionally the use of suckler herds is deemed preferable, 
of which beef supplied into the chain predominantly is (QMS, 2014g). In addition to this, in 
2013 a new licensing scheme was introduced for secondary processors that wish to use the 
term ‘Scotch Beef’. They must be licensed with QMS in order to use the term ‘Scotch Beef’ 
and must prove eligibility to do so (QMS, 2014e). This licencing scheme ensures the 
integrity of the Scotch Beef brand is not jeopardised by companies wishing to capitalise on 
the brand without being an active member of the scheme, i.e. a meat processor that is not 
126 
 
part of the scheme but procures Scotch Beef from another that is approved can not use the 
name ‘Scotch Beef’. 
 
The ‘Full Chain’ and Lifetime Assurance approach demonstrates extensive collaboration 
between supply chain links.  Fischer et al. (2009) suggested that differentiating a product as 
a result of consumer demand for different and amplified competition, correlates with 
increased levels of collaboration between supply chain stakeholders. An example of this 
collaboration in the Scotch Beef chain is described by Leat et al. (2011) who suggested that 
the potential benefits are for the whole chain and not just for one link in the supply chain. 
Farmers who supply McIntosh McDonald (a Scotch Beef processor) are relayed information 
about the quality and performance of their cattle through slaughter, thus enabling farmers 
to gain increased profits from their cattle by producing animals that meet the needs of the 
market and specifications of McIntosh McDonald better, (Leat et al., 2011). However, the 
benefits of these practices have been challenged. In a 2012 publication, QMS recognised 
communication and feedback between supply chain links could be further improved to 
more effectively exchange information between processors and farmers, (QMS, 2012).  
Research carried out by Leat and Revoredo-Ghia (2008) also corroborated this suggestion 
and indicated that relationships between links are not as collaborative as they could be, 
particularly between farmers and processors. It was observed that farmers do not trust 
upstream processors especially in regard to price (Leat and Revoredo-Ghia, 2008). 
 
Labelling is an important aspect of the ‘Whole Chain Participation and Lifetime Assurance’ 
factor and as part of the assurance scheme for Scotch Beef, QMS impose strict labelling 
requirements for the use of PGI descriptors and logos, in order to mitigate the risk of 
misleading messages appearing on labels. The guidelines provide information on 
restrictions regarding the use of misleading terms such as ‘Scottish’ or ‘British’ and 
stipulates the minimum size requirement (15mm) and positioning (same line of vision as 
Scotch Beef reference) of the PGI logo (QMS, 2014g).  
 
Price premium is an enticing factor to be a member of the scheme, with price per kilogram 
(kg) being approximately 20 pence per kg more for Scotch Beef, compared to average Great 




4.3.2. Campaigns and Marketing 
In addition to their governing duties, QMS are also responsible for the marketing efforts, 
and market the holistic brand of Scotch Beef through a variety of mediums including 
television, paper advertising in trade magazines, poster campaigns, information booklets, 
websites, for example, scotchbeefandlamb.com, social media (Facebook, YouTube) and on 
menus in restaurants and butchers, (QMS, 2014h). From a promotional perspective, QMS 
sits under the umbrella of SFD, an industry led body supported by the Scottish government. 
A 2014 QMS campaign aimed to reach 11 million consumers in Scotland and London and 
focused on promoting brand integrity, traceability, origin and sustainability (QMS, 2014h). 
The campaign featured Scotch Beef chain members and highlighted a message of ‘get 
behind the label’ to encourage consumers to take an active role in understanding what the 
label meant, and provided an impression of ‘consumer responsibility’ to support Scotch 
Beef and its institution.  
 
Significant efforts have been made by QMS to educate consumers on labelling to improve 
their understanding in light of research carried out by Consumer Focus Scotland, which 
indicated that 90% of consumers did not understand the difference between ‘Scottish’ and 
‘Scotch’ (Consumer Focus Scotland, no date). These results are dated, especially as 
Consumer Focus Scotland now exists as Citizen’s Advice Scotland (CAS) (and pre CAS as 
Consumer Futures) and therefore, should be taken tentatively. McEachern and Waranby’s 
(2005) reported a high level of recognition (88% of participants) of Scotch Beef but a low 
level of knowledge and understanding of the brand (22% of participants) among Scottish 
customers. However, research (Davidson, Schroder and Bower, 2003; McEachern and 
Schröder, 2004; Revoredo- Ghia et al., 2011) indicated an improvement in consumer 
understanding of Scotch Beef, meaning consumers are differentiating Scotch Beef from 
other products with origin information on them, suggesting there may be value in PGI 
labelling, provided its perceived benefits are communicated and understood. Revoredo-
Ghia et al. (2011) suggested the improvement in understanding may be partly attributable 
to promotional action, echoing the conclusions of McEachern and Schröder (2004) that 
labelling alone is not enough, further cementing the importance of campaigns and 
marketing. 
Part of the marketing and campaigning is a focus on strengthening consumer education. 
Their various mediums of advertising and information sharing aim to help consumers 
understand what Scotch Beef is about and additionally, provide health and nutrition 
information as well as recipes and cooking tips. This is primarily achieved through the 
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Scotch Beef and Lamb website (now called, The Scotch Kitchen) and print advertising such 
as recipe cards and information booklets in butchers. 
 
4.3.3. Responsibility Practices 
There are two areas of responsibility; Corporate and Public, both playing a vital role in 
Scotch Beef success. Corporate responsibility transpires through sustainability practices and 
collective industry schemes, initiatives and guidelines such as, publications regarding the 
use of PGI and the productivity, efficiency and profitability of the industry (QMS, 2014i and 
QMS, 2014h). In addition, responsibility practices are  portrayed through provision of 
marketing tools to Scotch Beef Club Members, recognition and merit of Scotch Beef chain 
stakeholder efforts, for example, farmers, restaurants and butchers, and responsible 
funding and disclosure agreements. 
 
Sustainability acts as a key contributing factor to the responsibility virtue of QMS, in which 
QMS appear to provide significant levels of information and promote their environmental, 
social and economic sustainability initiatives through a variety of mediums, to portray the 
message of responsibility to their consumers. Manning (2013) suggested that, in a 
competitive market, corporate responsibility can serve as a product differentiation platform 
provided the consumer has been engaged and informed of practices. 
 
QMS break down and promote sustainability under three sectors: 
1. Environmental: involving animal welfare, extensive grass-based farming 
techniques, natural resources, for example, rainfall as a natural water source, and 
ecosystem benefits, for example, contribution to biodiversity and carbon emission 
reduction; 
2. Social: involving employment benefits, heritage and generations of farming 
families; 
3. Economic: contribution to Scottish Economy and the farming community, 
assurance schemes aligned to Scotch Beef, brand premium of Scotch Beef and 
farmers compensation schemes (QMS, 2013). 
 
Research carried out by Leat and Revoedo-Ghia (2008) suggested that the economic 
sustainability may not be shared equally among all links of the supply chain. The study 
found that 85% of farmers did not feel they were getting a fair price for their produce and 
indicated prices were too low and too scattered (Leat and Revoredo-Ghia, 2008). These 
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results must be taken cautiously, as this research was carried out in the midst of the 
economic collapse within the UK, where all areas of the Scotch Beef chain would likely to be 
experiencing a downturn in prices and sales greater than normal. Despite this, reports 
suggest that cattle prices are decreasing (approximately 20% from December 2013 to June 
2014) (ITV News, 2014) and the QMS website reflects this with prices consistently lower for 
2014 compared to 2013, (QMS, 2014j). Reports indicated that all areas of the Scotch Beef 
supply chain, including processors and retailers felt the effects of economic downturn, with 
downstream chain links experiencing the repercussions more than their upstream 
counterparts, i.e. farmers faired worse than processors and processors worse than retailers, 
(QMS, 2012). 
 
With a growing global population, in subsequent years it will become increasingly hard to 
feed the world, resulting in a need for changes in food production practices. This questions 
whether Scotch Beef farming will be able to remain sustainable? With growing populations 
but also growing popularity for safe, environmentally friendly and high welfare food, with 
superior eating and quality characteristics, beef farming may not be able to remain as 
extensive, and thus reducing its environmental sustainability benefits to consumers. 
Already a current practice, as suggested by Leat et al. (2011), conflicts between 
environmental, social and economic sustainability and subsequent ‘trading off’ practices 
may become more prevalent, i.e. supply chain links may be less willing to participate in an 
environmental improvement scheme if there is no monetary benefit.  
 
QMS actively engages with farmers, butchers and restaurants on a variety of different 
schemes and initiatives aimed at business improvement, future planning, 
education/training and information exchange (QMS, 2014i; QMS, 2014h). At farming level, 
QMS provides several initiatives and services to enable the growth of and information 
sharing capabilities between farmers. One of these schemes is ‘monitor farms’, in which 
one farmer will adopt a new practice/idea for 3 years with the view of improving 
productivity, profitability and sustainability. The scheme is facilitated by farmers and expert 
advisors to support and provide advice to the farmer over the time of the initiative (QMS, 
2014i). Other such schemes at farming level include: 
1. Business Improvement Groups: an initiative to help grow farmers business’ and 
exchange information; 
2. Planning for Profit: an assistance scheme to increase profits and competitiveness; 
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3. Grazing for Growth: a scheme to increase meat output through grass utilisation 
and;  
4. National Animals Disease Information Services: provides disease alerts for farmers 
and promotes animal health and welfare, (QMS, 2014i). 
 
While similar initiatives exist in NI, less is publically known about them and by Scotch Beef 
having this in the public eye, it helps with the promotion of their responsibility practices. In 
addition to schemes aiding farming improvement and growth, education and training 
schemes are also facilitated by QMS for the food service sectors. Butchers and restaurants 
can attend seminars and training days throughout the year to exchange ideas and 
knowledge and as members of the Scotch Beef Club, are provided with marketing tools 
such as leaflets and posters to enable effective marketing of Scotch Beef on their premises, 
(QMS, 2014h). These schemes outlined, demonstrate an ethos of corporate responsibility in 
QMS; to facilitate the collaboration of each supply chain link in the production, processing 
and selling of Scotch Beef. Other initiatives, such as the information sharing between 
processors and producers, as discussed previously, demonstrates good communication and 
collaborative working between the links of the chain. 
 
The corporate responsibility ethos of QMS is also portrayed through their public recognition 
of the substantial effort required by producers and processors to produce Scotch Beef 
(QMS, 2014l). Lastly, QMS is funded by a statutory levy from the chain stakeholders which 
instils a certain element of consumer trust, in that the onus is on the chain stakeholders to 
uphold the quality of Scotch Beef.  
 
The second element of responsibility is that of public responsibility. QMS engage in several 
public activities namely, provision of health and nutrition advice, consumer education, 
contributions to school curriculum and charity work. QMS use their websites 
(qmscotland.co.uk and scotchbeefandlamb.com) to promote food safety, nutrition advice, 
the nutritional composition of beef, advice on healthy cooking options and in addition, 
provide downloadable resources and videos including recipes and useful tips (QMS, 2014k). 
Lack of cookery skills in the population was highlighted as a challenge in a 2012 QMS 
publication on the challenges and opportunities in the Scottish beef industry (QMS, 2012). 
In relation to schools, QMS form part of the primary school curriculum in Scotland and 
provide educational resources to schools such as the ‘Meaty Matters’ pack, which aims to 
educate schools on animal welfare and nutrition, as well as the role of red meat within 
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different religions, (QMS, 2014k). QMS also takes an active role in teaching children about 
healthy eating, hospitality and farming through interactive education classes and provide 
two voucher schemes to secondary schools, 
1. H.E. Voucher Scheme- To enable H.E. departments to purchase meat from 
local butchers; 
2. Meat Voucher Scheme- To contribute towards healthy cooking and 
nutrition education (QMS, 2014k). 
 
QMS appear to be a charitable organisation; they produced a cookbook with profits being 
donated to charity. Public responsibility could be deemed an important aspect of the 
Scotch Beef structure in relation to consumer support of the brand. Consumers may place 
more commitment to an organisation or institution that addresses key issues such as 
nutrition and the increasing, UK wide obesity problem. These corporate and public 
responsibility practices are well-advertised by QMS, adding to consumer support and thus 
driving sales of Scotch Beef. 
 
4.3.4. Consumer Support 
Consumer support and trust are key elements in creating sales of Scotch Beef. Independent 
research commissioned by QMS indicated that support for Scotch Beef is high among 
consumers and even more so since the horsemeat scandal of 2013, where almost half of 
respondents indicated that local meat purchasing was now more important 
(allmediascotland.com, 2013). This suggests there is overwhelming support from Scottish 
consumers. It could be suggested that the full chain assurance approach to assurance, 
coupled with effective promotional and marketing activity to educate consumers on the 
brand, along with the responsibility practices of QMS have led to this high level of trust and 
support among consumers. 
 
4.3.5. Exports and Sales 
The sales in the UK are ultimately being driven by consumer support (underpinned by 
whole chain participation and lifetime assurance and responsibility practices) through 
campaigns and marketing. In early 2014, Tesco Scotland announced their commitment to 
ensuring all fresh beef across Own Label range and counter ranges are Scotch Beef (QMS, 
2014i), emphasising the importance of retailer sales in UK and therefore, the Scottish 




Exports outside the UK including Europe and further afield, encompass a significant part of 
Scotch Beef, with key markets including Belgium, France, Netherlands, Italy, Germany, 
Denmark and Sweden (QMS, 2014h). An investment (£600,000) over three years to further 
grow business in these countries was announced in January 2012, (Dawson, 2012), 
indicating the importance of export markets in the Scotch Beef brand. The aforementioned 
publication on challenges and opportunities in Scottish beef accepted there was a 
substantial effort required to increase exports and increase the access to currently 
restricted markets (QMS, 2012). A news report in November 2013 stated that Scotch Beef 
was due to start exporting to the USA for the first time since the BSE crisis of the 1990’s 
(BBC News, 2013). Exporting to the United States of America (USA) is a significant step for 
the beef industry following the ban on beef imports from the UK in the 1990’s. However, to 
the best of the researchers knowledge, this is yet to come to fruition. 
 
An integral and unique part of ensuring Scotch Beef exports is the use of export agents in 
importing regions and countries. Agents are responsible for the marketing and promotion 
of the brand within their region/country and provide market information back to Scottish 
meat exporters so they can trade with export markets using the most up to date 
information, (QMS, 2014h). A prominent aspect of QMS export is their presence at 
international trade shows to promote the brand and the PGI status to international buyers. 
Domestic and international trade contribute significantly the Scotch Beef industry. 
International and domestic trade are underpinned by consumer knowledge of the brand 
due to the extensive promotional efforts by QMS. 
 
4.4. CONCLUSIONS 
The above discussion describes in detail the aspects that are believed to contribute 
substantially to the perceived success of Scotch Beef. It outlines the activities undertaken 
by its red meat body, QMS. Five critical aspects (factors) were identified as inter-related; 1) 
Whole chain participation and lifetime assurance, 2) Campaigns and marketing, 3) 
Responsibility practices, 4) Consumer support and 5) Exports and sales. The study detailed 
the links between each of these factors, illustrating how these aspects worked together and 
are critical to the success of the Scotch Beef system. If one of the factors was absent or 
working completely independently of the rest, the system would be less effective.  
 
Ultimately, PGI is the underpinning aspect of the brand, but the second most important 
factor is the substantial effort and drive put into marketing the Scotch Beef brand which 
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helps with consumer knowledge and support for the brand. In addition to promoting the 
product, QMS also actively communicate their responsibility practices with their 
consumers, providing further support for the brand from a more holistic perspective and 
therefore, ultimately driving sales and exports. Table 4.2 illustrates a summary of best 
practice attributes that NI should consider. 
 
Best Practice Attribute Rationale 
Campaigning and Marketing Structure While the PGI aspect is the underpinning aspect that is 
promoted, the marketing and promotional efforts are 
what physically drives the success of the brand as a 
whole.  NI should examine and learn from how Scotland 
brand, promote and market Scotch Beef as a holistic 
brand rather than individually branded products as is 
the case in NI. They should look at the functional 
infrastructure driving marketing, i.e. QMS and Scotland 
Food and Drink, and consider how this could be 
implemented NI. 
Responsibility Practices QMS/Scotch Beef are heavily involved in corporate and 
public responsibility endeavours that are highly 
publicised and for part of their marketing message. NI 
should consider how to improve their responsibility 
practices and the promotion of these practices to help 
further consumer support for NI beef. 
Export markets QMS have focused heavily on increasing their export 
avenues for Scotch Beef through significant investment 
and the use of designated people (export agents) in key 
export markets to grow Scotch Beef in these regions. If 
NI want to increase their export potential, (as appears 
to be the goal of the AFSB), they should consider some 
of these best practice aspects of QMS. 
 
Table 4.2: Best Practice Attributes of QMS/Scotch Beef PGI 
 
However, significant challenges lie ahead. The price premium associated with Scotch Beef 
makes the market particularly vulnerable to lower priced international competitors where 
retailers may see this as a cost saving opportunity. At present, retailers are shaping the cost 
cutting measures imposed on producers and processors due to the ongoing price war 
between the big 4 retailers. Conversely, if consumers continue to demand local and 
certified safe, quality food, coupled with global population growth, supply and demand 
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5. Chapter Five- Perceived Marketing Barriers to Optimal Performance and 
Opportunities for Improvement within the NI Beef Supply Chain 
 
5.1. INTRODUCTION 
Stakeholder perceptions on the current beef marketing structure in Northern Ireland (NI) 
and opportunities for improvement to the current strategy are examined in this chapter 
(aim 3), with the view to understanding how can the optimal performance of the NI beef 
supply chain be improved?  
 
To present a holistic view, the data was collected from 4 qualitative interview studies 
involving farmers, processors, retailers and government, lobby bodies, industry bodies and 
research institutions (GRLIB) (n=56). An initial section will review the theoretical 
considerations of marketing and specifically, agricultural marketing in the NI context. 
Secondly, the results are presented, followed by a discussion section comparing the NI 
process with the Scotch process (aim 2) and finally, conclusions and recommendations 
relating specifically to marketing, branding and promotion will be presented. 
 
Interview questions focused on how stakeholders perceived current marketing and 
promotional efforts in relation to NI beef and what attributes or Unique Selling Points 
(USPs) NI beef has, as well as potential strategies could be used to improve the marketing 
message. In addition, opinions on a Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) in NI as a 
marketing opportunity/tool were sought (aim 4). The common stakeholder perceptions are 
presented as all stakeholders were in agreement on how they viewed these aspects. A case 
study into the perceived gold standard of PGI (Scotch Beef PGI) deconstructing the 
contributory success factors of Scotch Beef were presented previously in chapter 4.  
 
5.1.1. Marketing: Theoretical Considerations 
Marketing has several different meanings or ‘schools of thought’. For example, Kohls and 
Uhl (2002, p. 7) define it as ‘…the performance of all business activities involved in the flow 
of…products and services from the point of initial…production until they are in the hands of 
consumers’. This definition suggests marketing is a transactional, operational activity. 
Alternatively, the American Marketing Association (2017) define marketing as ‘...the 
activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and 
exchanging offerings that have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large’. 
This definition sees marketing as communicating and delivering messages of value to 
customers (or the consumer). In this chapter, marketing refers to the branding and 
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promotional efforts of the NI beef industry to promote NI beef, i.e. the communication and 
delivery, rather than a transactional or relational activity (between supply chain 
stakeholders), as a route to the marketplace.  
 
There are many schools of thought on how marketing should be viewed (see Shaw and 
Jones, 2005 and Tadajewski and Jones, 2014 for comprehensive reviews on marketing 
schools of thought and history), but the one that best fits this study and the marketing 
scenario in the NI beef industry, is that of ‘marketing management’. The principle of 
marketing management is strategy and ‘…deals with the work of an individual form in 
creating sales of products and services’ (Shaw and Jones, 2004, p. 270) and includes the use 
of persuasive communication techniques (of the social and personal nature), customer (or 
consumer) orientation, and segmenting, targeting and positioning, to create competitive 
advantage through understanding markets better than your competitors (Shaw and Jones, 
2005; Tadajewski and Jones, 2014 and see Strasser 1989 for further information on 
marketing management strategies). While the NI beef industry as a whole cannot be 
classified as an ‘individual’ firm, it should be regarded as a single entity from a marketing 
perspective, particularly in light of the Agri- Food Strategy Board (AFSB) goal of ‘uniting as 
one supply chain’ (AFSB, 2013). In addition, marketing is seen as a societal institution 
(Commons, 1931; Breyer, 1934; Alderson, 1965), emphasising its position as an integrated 
and collaborative supply chain activity. Marketing management is concerned with 
marketing practice from the seller’s perspective, with a focus on how organisations should 
promote/sell their products and services, (Shaw and Jones, 2005). The way in which the 
seller carries out marketing activity may include a variety of push (consumers made aware 
of product/brand, marketing pushes the product) and pull (consumer insight drives the 
product/brand/marketing) strategies.  
 
Engaging in marketing activities can benefit companies by gaining competitive advantage 
over their competitors through more accurately targeting segments in the marketplace, 
and therefore ultimately, make more profit (Lao Jr, 2001). However, marketing requires 
both time and monetary investment from companies, where a trade-off of ‘spending 
money to make money’ is often made. Certain marketing activities and expressions, such as 
corporate social responsibility practices, can also substantially increase the company’s 
image, making them appealing to both employees and investors (Kolter and Lees, 2005). 
That said, if the marketing strategy is not managed correctly nor evaluated regularly it can 
result only in short term gains (Kolter and Lees, 2005). 
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5.1.2. Agricultural Marketing in NI 
When a review of the NI Agri-Food marketing structure was undertaken in 2015 by the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) (now, the Department of Economy 
(DfE)) in NI, involving the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) (now, 
the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA)), Invest NI and the 
Agri-Food Strategy Board (AFSB), it was identified that marketing in NI lacked a long term 
strategy, was fragmented, had poor funding arrangements and had little synergy between 
NI food promotion and tourism (DETI, 2015). Within the red meat industry, red meat 
processors essentially market and promote their own brands rather than a collective 
approach to promote the red meat industry holistically.  
 
However, it is believed there is a general lack of understanding in relation to the role of 
marketing among agri-food companies in NI. At the Northern Ireland Food and Drink 
Association (NIFDA) Appetite for Growth Conference in 2016, a leading marketing academic 
from Queen’s University Belfast suggested, ‘There’s a lack of understanding amongst local 
agri-food firms, particularly the SMEs [Small and Medium Enterprises] about what 
marketing really is…Overall the sector is great at focusing on production and driving 
efficiency but… [they] need to improve their capacity ‘to do’ marketing in a more systematic 
and less ad hoc way’. (NIFDA, 2016). Consequentially, it could be suggested that the NI Agri-
Food industry approach to marketing mirrors the ad-hoc methods taken by SMEs as 
highlighted in Carson and Gilmore (2000) and Gilmore, Carson and Grant (2001), even 
though larger processors and retailers would not be considered SMEs by definition 
(European Commission, 2017). These authors characterised SME marketing as haphazard 
and chaotic, influenced by short term decisions in the business at any time point (Carson 
and Gilmore, 2000; Gilmore, Carson and Grant, 2001). 
 
Therefore, to understand ways to optimise the performance of the NI beef supply chain, an 
appreciation and understanding of the marketing factors influencing the performance of 
the NI beef supply chain as well as an understanding of the opportunities to improve the 
marketing outlook is required.  
 
5.2. RESULTS 
Themes relating to Marketing and Branding, Opportunities for Improvement and PGI (n=3) 
are presented in this results section, as illustrated below (figure 5.1). Analysis of the data 
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revealed common perceptions among the stakeholder groups in relation to marketing, 
therefore results presented are collective and collated views of the stakeholders.  
 
Figure 5.1: Marketing Related Barriers and Opportunities in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
 
5.2.1. Marketing and Branding Barriers in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
5.2.1.1. Restricted, Uncoordinated and Under Resourced 
Stakeholders claimed that marketing, branding and promotion of NI beef both on a local 
scale and global scale is inferior when compared with other countries. Participants 
regarded the current means of marketing as restrictive, uncoordinated and lacking in 
strategy, and described current efforts as fragmented and not collective. In addition, they 
noted that the lack of clear leader or body responsible for the marketing and the promotion 
of NI beef to be a detrimental factor. For example, as the Livestock and Meat Commission 
(LMC) promotional efforts are restricted to inside NI, it is focused on the promotion of the 
Northern Ireland Beef and Lamb Farm Quality Assurance Scheme (NIBL FQAS) rather than 
on NI beef promotion in general. As a consequence of being a non-departmental public 
body that receive government funding, the LMC is believed to have restricted financial 
resource.   
“…we need to really market ourselves much better…you see Bord Bia the way they do it, you 
see Argentina, you see Brazil do it. We have the LMC and you know, we’re not putting 
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enough money into it… The LMC…they do their best but their hands are tied... It's DARD's 
[DAERA’s] money…they don't know if they can spend it or [not]. It's very, very important to 
market our beef…worldwide… but…we need to promote it better, we need have it more 
green, bolder capital letters.” (P13-F) 
 
Invest NI, Northern Ireland Meat Exporters Association (NIMEA), Food NI and DfE (formally 
DETI) were all listed as contributors to NI meat promotion. However, these organisations 
are believed to do a small amount of marketing and promotion each for red meat but are 
all considered significantly under resourced to carry out this role in totality. Stakeholders 
recognised that Food NI has made good strides in creating a positive image for NI food 
through artisan produce but processors believed they will only accrue a finite amount of 
‘spin off’ through this route. Additionally, processors questioned the effectiveness of 
NIMEA’s efforts to target export markets and the organisation is viewed as a “…chat 
shop…” (P35-P). Marketing and promotional efforts were believed to have been better 
coordinated in the past as illustrated below. 
“…when I was in the marketing sector, we [coordinated marketing]…along with Taste of 
Ulster, and we did that at the Royal Show in Stoneleigh…and we had a Taste of Ulster and 
DARD [DAERA] hosted a breakfast, and it was quite good for bringing potential buyers and 
we had products on display and had cooking demonstrations and stuff, and it was good.” 
(P40-GLRIB) 
 
Many compared NI current marketing efforts to that of Republic of Ireland (ROI) and 
Scotland who have dedicated bodies, Bord Bia and Quality Meat Scotland (and Scotland 
Food and Drink) respectively. These organisations are argued to have an ‘umbrella’ or 
collective approach to marketing and promoting meat and other food products and are 
believed to have sufficient resource (financial and otherwise) to adequately promote17.  
“The main promoter of Northern Irish beef would be LMC… in comparison with the 
equivalent in ROI, which is Bord Bia, I think they have a much, much bigger budget…I’d say 
we fall down as a very, very poor substitute for the likes of Bord Bia.” (P46-P) 
 
                                                          





5.2.1.2. Consumers Connection to Agriculture 
The consumer’s perceived lack of knowledge and appreciation of agriculture was 
highlighted by many participants. It is argued that consumers have ‘lost touch’ with 
agriculture and don’t understand nor appreciate the network that ensures food to arrive on 
their plates. In addition, consumers are believed to not appreciate the benefits of NI beef, 
afforded to them by the NI farmer and processor, which is seen as a direct result of poor 
marketing and communication with the consumer. 
“Brazilian beef is cheaper.  Why?...There isn’t a national living wage, there aren’t the 
environmental standards, there aren’t the animal welfare standards, and all of those things 
have cost, but the public…have no concept of that… They don’t understand that a steak that 
was grown by a Northern Irish farmer, that was processed in a Northern Ireland processing 
plant, has a whole lot of benefits…that they are paying for….and that’s because that hasn’t 
been communicated.” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
That said, there was an appreciation that consumers wanted a degree of dissociation; that 
they didn’t want to be reminded that the meat on their plate came from a living, breathing 
animal. 
“…the customer doesn't want to hear about…those technicalities that add quality…We've 
done customer insights in the past and if you put a picture of a cow on a packet then sales 
go down…they don't want to be reminded that there was a living breathing animal at the 
start of the process…the whole education of beef disconnects between the average 
consumer and the farming community… [there’s a] lack of knowledge that the average 
consumer has about agriculture.” (P50-R) 
 
5.2.1.3. Introverted Nature 
Processors and GRLIB highlighted that as an industry “…we’re…[a] bit quiet…” (P24-P) and 
“…in Northern Ireland…we're not very good at selling ourselves…” (P39-GRLIB) as a 
consequence of “…the nature of the Northern Ireland people” (P24-P). In other words, it is 
believed the industry collectively does not ‘shout and scream’ enough about NI beef due to 
the perceived introverted nature of the Northern Irish people. 
 
5.2.1.4. Consequences of Serving Own Label (OL) Customers 
At present, processors are seen to drive the marketing and promotion of their own brands 
as separate entities. It is believed there is no cohesive effort to sell and promote NI beef 
collectively. The significant amount of beef produced for retailers under OL means that the 
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processors opportunity to push their own brands is minimal as they must prioritise the 
needs of the retailer. However, the retailer argued that they take the responsibility of 
showcasing NI beef within their local NI stores through displaying promotional material on 
local producers. 
“A thing we've done in the past, we've had pictures of local farmers in local stores so you 
feel that connection to a local supplier.” (P53-R) 
 
5.2.1.5. Identity Crisis 
NI beef is marketed locally as indicated but collectively, it was acknowledged by 
stakeholders that the industry has struggled to create a separate individual identity for NI 
beef globally, as a consequence of being viewed as both Irish and British. This has created a 
confusing identity with unclear messages about Northern Irish beef. It is believed that 
customers find it hard to understand the concept of NI and therefore they view NI beef as 
either Irish or British.  
“People don't actually fully realise that Northern Ireland is a region or location; it's Ireland 
they see.” (P24-P) 
“…Northern Ireland, what are we? We hardly know ourselves… ‘Northern Ireland, is that 
part of Europe? Are you UK or are you Ireland? We don't know where you are.’  We're 
nothing.” (P22-F). 
 
However, the industry recognised they have contributed to this confusion by playing the 
Irish, British or Northern Irish card depending on the message that suited the market they 
are selling to. 
“…we've tried to ride three horses in Northern Ireland; we want to be Northern Irish in the 
Northern Irish marketplace, we want to be British in the British marketplace and we want to 
be Irish in the international marketplace…So we can use those three identities to our 
advantage, but it's also a big disadvantage because we haven't a single identity.” (P43-
GRLIB) 
 
That said, promoting the Irish image is believed to have benefitted the NI industry as it has 
been able to “…dovetail onto [the Irish image]…” (P28-P), particularly in global export 
markets. However, as a consequence of communicating mixed identity messages, NI beef is 
believed to have a poor and un-compelling brand identity compared to its counterparts in 
ROI (Origin Green) and Scotland (Scotch Beef PGI) who have successfully built a branded 




Stakeholders’ suggested that since NI is not necessarily renowned for its beef but rather a 
sensitive political situation and this is believed to have contributed to branding and identity 
issues. 
“...the image of Northern Ireland is probably part of our problem. What did we do?  We 
blew the hell out of ourselves for 30 years…” (P38-GRLIB) 
 
It was also highlighted that the creation and marketing of a NI beef brand could be fraught 
with difficulties due to the sensitive political situation and apprehension about what a NI 
brand would be called, i.e. Irish beef or Northern Irish Beef? 
“We don't stand out on our own, and that's because we are this middle political area 
between ...we're part of GB [Great Britain] but yet we're in the island of Ireland and 
therefore how do we market ourselves?” (P28-P) 
 
That said, it is believed that is would be difficult to create a different and a separate identity 
for NI beef to other UK regions and ROI. 
“I don’t think it has a particular unique identity.  You tell me what’s the difference between 
beef production in County Down and County Durham?” (P56-R) 
 
5.2.1.6. Damaged Reputation 
Furthermore, stakeholders identified a ‘damaged reputation’ as being another significant 
hindrance to marketing, particularly in international export markets. They suggested that 
incidents in the UK mainland (BSE) and ROI (horsemeat) have adversely affected the 
reputation of NI beef through association; a direct consequence of identifying as both Irish 
and British.  
“…the UK had a problem with BSE, therefore Northern Ireland had a problem with BSE.” 
(P23-P) 
 
“It's like the whole horsemeat scandal, things were hunky-dory and then the whole 
horsemeat scandal hit and everybody got tarred with it. And it all basically stemmed back to 




5.2.2. Opportunities to improve the marketing, branding and promotion of NI beef 
5.2.2.1. Painting the NI Picture 
A long term marketing strategy, portraying clear and consistent messages about NI beef 
was believed to be important by stakeholders. Branding and storytelling in relation to NI 
beef is believed to be essential to the strategy and should be based on what consumer 
perceive to be ‘good’ beef and should tap into their internal belief systems.  
“I think the first thing we need to do is understand from consumers what their 
interpretation of what good beef is.  What does it mean to them?  What are they looking 
for? And then you look to match that with how we actually produce beef.” (P31-P) 
 
In other words, to tell a story or paint the picture around the perceptions that consumers 
have, for example, greenfields and happy cows. The story should be dependent on or be 
bespoke to the market you are selling to. 
“…but it’s a perception the housewife has ‘ohh that’s lovely Northern Ireland Beef and the 
water running down them hills in the Mournes’ …People always [say] ‘ahh but New 
Zealand’s is a lovely country.’ I’ve been there and I’ve seen them hit the calves on the head 
with a hammer… so it’s perception...” (P13-F) 
 
While stakeholders agreed there is a need to tell a story, they also argued that the story 
must be measurable, achievable and ‘back-up-able’. Any benefit portrayed through 
storytelling must be scientifically quantifiable in order to consistently deliver the proposed 
benefits. For example, it would not be appropriate to suggest that grass fed beef has 
superior quality to grain fed if it can not be quantified scientifically.  
“…you have to prove it…if you make a claim you've got to validate it, scientifically.” (P45-P) 
 
Many participants made reference to the effectiveness of the Meat Standards Australia 
(MSA) model to quantify intrinsic eating quality. Much of this stipulation originated from 
concerns that some current marketing and branding from leaders such as Origin Green or 
Scotch Beef is “…more marketing than…substance…” (P29-P). Retailers also perceived the 
supposed benefits from these types of products to be more about clever marketing and less 
about measurable benefits. Despite this, stakeholders recognised the benefit of learning 




“[Building an image is] what the Scottish were doing…at the food fare. They had a guy 
playing the pipes and they had…lots of aperitifs…and there was…trays of whiskey…and 
people were having a good time. So by the time that they had left they probably had a deal 
signed…” (P06-F). 
 
5.2.2.2. Marketing Mediums 
Stakeholders mooted that for marketing and promotion to be effective, the industry must 
endeavour to use the correct mediums to communicate messages. The impact of social 
media in modern life was regarded as particularly important and it is believed to be an 
essential medium for marketing and promotion.  
 “…it's a bit more…of a millennial thing to do, storytelling, social media engagement, all that 
kind of stuff…it is how a lot of marketing is done these days.” (P53-R) 
 
5.2.2.3. Single Marketing Body Agenda 
The AFSB Going for Growth report proposed the development of a marketing body 
organisation by 2020 ‘…to consolidate all marketing and promotional activities with a clear 
food promotions strategy’ (AFSB, 2013, p.14), to help meet targets for growth in external 
markets.  
 
Overall, stakeholders viewed this idea as positive and a significant improvement to the 
current marketing strategy. However, they stated to make it successful it needed to be 
sufficiently resourced with the right commercially minded people, who have access to 
sufficient financial funds and the power to make decisions independently and 
unconstrained by government.  
“…you need a benevolent dictator who could go round and just tell them ‘you are going to 
do this…’ Do it in a nice way but really represent the industry brilliantly.  That's what you 
need.” (P29-P) 
 
It is believed that the body should be balanced, with close working between farming, 
processing, government and customer representation to prevent an ‘Us and Them’ 
mentality.  In addition, transparency within the organisation was considered important to 
prevent ‘hidden agendas’. 
“It just needs to be set up right, in the first place…who are the board members, who has the 
control, who has the say, make sure it's well distributed among the supply chain to prevent 
that "them and us" mentality between the processor or retailer and producer…It does need 
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a commercial focus to it but it needs also to have no hidden agendas, it needs to be very, 
very open, and that's something that's lacked in the supply chain.” (P44-GRLIB) 
 
In addition, stakeholders wanted the body to have clearly defined objectives and goals to 
make it effective. It was proposed the body have three key objectives: 1) Facilitate market 
access for companies willing to export, 2) Logistical support to move product to its 
destination and 3) Branding, marketing and promotion.  
“…people don’t understand is what's it going to do.  Market access is number one.  Actually, 
getting companies prepared to take the risk to go into market…[number 2 is] Logistics.  
Getting it to the place it’s supposed to go to.  And then [number 3] you’ve actually got 
branding, marketing, compliance with local law, technical [etc].” (P57-GRLIB) 
 
Participants believed there is has been little progression in establishing said marketing 
body, to date (May 2017), with no clear indications as to why this was the case. 
 
5.2.2.4. Attributes of NI Beef 
Stakeholders believed NI beef to possess the following attributes that could be promoted 




Table 5.1: Stakeholder Perceived Attributes (USPs) of NI Beef 
Coded 
Attribute (USP)  




High standards in farming and 
processing results in high 




Placing a focus on the high 
welfare aspects in NI such as 
short travel distance to 
slaughter, restricted farm 
residences, the producers care 
for the cattle and correct pre 
slaughter treatment. In 
addition, promoting the 
endeavours of the farmer 
producing off disadvantaged 
and fragmented land. 
 
Processing standards 
Facilities in NI have received 
much investment and 
regarded as superior to 
facilities in other regions in 
relation to hygiene, food 
safety and efficiencies. 
“…personally I feel in a selfish way that the 
Northern Ireland farmer does a better job on 
the scattered land and… the beef industry 
does very, very well to produce the quality of 
produce off [the] disadvantaged area [we 
have]… and I feel that it’s undersold to an 
extent…” (P16-F) 
 
“…we've good tight processes, some of our 
factories in this country are cleaner than 
some of the hospitals…You come in to our 
factories at 6 in the morning and it's cleaner 
than A&E…I just don't think the same 
standard is spread across the country [UK].  I 
visit a lot of sites and a lot of customers and 
sometimes I be horrified on how they're 
operating…” (P36-P) 
 
“There's been a lot of emphasis put on 
improving tenderness…texture…taste…things 
like dry age, aging beef in the bag…hip 
hanging/ chilling…to improve the quality of 
the product…[we] should be pushing more of 




Promotion of the forage fed 
image but need to be cautious 
of claims made to ensure 
honest messages are 
portrayed. Consumers are 
believed to view grass fed beef 
as ‘happier’ or better looked 
after. However, there are 
concerns this is not a 
differentiating point to rest of 
UK & ROI. 
 
 
“I think consumers like to feel that cattle are 
out in the field frolicking in the 
meadows…then they've had a happy life, 
whereas [consumers] think if they've been 
kept indoors that they've had a really 
horrible, miserable life…[but]…I know that 
that's not always the case…” (P58-R)“In the 
main, it's grass fed; it's not all grass fed.  
Grass fed depending on how you can back up 
your claim of grass fed.  Every animal eats an 
amount of grain in its lifetime, and some eat 




Promotion of the superiority 
and world class nature of the 
NI traceability system 
compared other UK regions 
and ROI with the possibility of 
linking it to a DNA testing. 
“[The NI traceability system is] second to 
none.  They're still on a paper trail in England 
and in Scotland…[and]…in ROI.  We're the 
only people who are on the database, the 





Promoting a story around 
honesty and guarantees using 
DNA testing for origin and 
species validation. 
“…DNA and all that, yes, I think that is 
needed. Again it will become a prerequisite, 
and we should market just as honest. We've 
been caught so many times with our trousers 
down…That word "honest" is so big that it 






Attribute (USP)  
Description Illustrative Quote 
“…we’ve the best traceability system in the 
world [already]…[but if] all beef animals are 
DNA’d at slaughter…[it] would stop anybody 
slipping anything else in, Polish 
beef…southern beef, whatever beef…I think 
that would be a massive boast to us and our 
marketing…We should be DNA sampling all 
our cows so we know what they're bred by…” 
(P13-F) 
Sustainability A focus on the environmental 
sustainability that beef farming 
can provide (in addition to the 
social sustainability portrayed 
through family farms). 
Promotion of the message that 
beef farming actually helps 
aesthetically preserve the 
country side environment. 
“…certainly on the upland areas, where you 
have this vegetation that basically even a 
sheep and a Suckler cow have difficulty 
surviving on, but they [farmers] still manage 
to do so and they produce it into food…and… 
it is very good for the environment…because 
you…have… the animal influence… to actually 






Focus on naturalness of NI 
beef production which is 
hormone free, largely disease 
free and based on almost 
organic production. 
“…you should be pushing more of the natural 
image and the quality of what we are doing 
and the fact that it's largely disease free, 
etc…” (P47-P) 
 
Health Benefits Promotion of the health 
benefits and nutritional profile 
from red meat, for example, 
Omega 3, iron, vitamins, high 
protein 
“…our nutritionists…[would] say that they'd 
rather you eat a portion of red meat every 
fortnight than chicken every day…red meat 
does have a lot of nutritional value, it's got 
iron, it’s got various vitamins, it's quite high 
in protein and you can buy it quite low in fat. 
So actually, it can be a really healthy 
choice…That message isn't really pushed.” 
(P53-R) 
 
“…we're not talking about the health 
benefits, everything is bad for you…[we’re] 
not talking Omega 3, not talking about the 
fatty acids, not talking about the 
haemoglobin, we're not talking about any of 
those things, and that should be high on the 
list…” (P13-F) 
 
However, further analysis revealed that participants were aware that ‘selling points’ were 
in fact not overly unique to NI. Stakeholders suggested the industry did not know how to 
differentiate NI beef from other beef and in particular, beef from the rest of the home 
regions or ROI.  
“A lot of other competitors have similar background [systems] [to us] and there's a great 
deal of uncertainty whether we can use that as an unique selling factor…certainly, in the 
short term, it’s going to be difficult to differentiate ourselves with elsewhere in GB [Great 
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Britain]….Definitely, compared to the continent, I agree, but in terms of differentiating 
ourselves with England...” (P42-GRLIB) 
 
This being said, the computerised traceability system in NI (Animal and Public Health 
Information System (APHIS)) was seen as affording an opportunity to exploit the ‘uniqueness’ 
that could stem from APHIS. A traceability system in combination with DNA testing could 
provide an extra secure traceability platform for the NI beef supply chain which is believed 
not to exist elsewhere at present. 
“…if you really want to differentiate yourselves with a USP…and I'm terrified the day that 
you do it because you're the only country that could do it first, is you launch a national 
traceability scheme whereby you DNA every animal…you need a traceability system with 
triple locks on it if you want to differentiate… pluck a hair, submit it with the application 
form for your passport, and that stays on file…You sell at a mart, pluck the hair, is Bessie is 
still Bessie?...your triple lock would be you were the first to introduce a computerised 
movement system, you should be the first to back it up with DNA…” (P45-P) 
 
However, there were apprehensions about the feasibility of a DNA traceability platform in 
NI due to concerns surrounding farming practices in the supply chain. 
"We have traceability like nobody else.  We need to move on with it, and if you talk to XXX 
he will talk to you about the work he's doing… DNA.  I am a little nervous about it, we could 
do it today, it's affordable but…does a farmer always put the right tags in the right calf at 
birth, because of course they're all tagged before 28 days, aren't they? …the traceability of 
an animal has to be reasonably ascertainable, and I have an animal in front of me that I 
know, genetically, is not the animal that they farmer says it is, because it couldn't be out of 
that cow. Is the traceability of that animal reasonably ascertainable?” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
While these attributes or selling points are not overly unique to NI, stakeholders inferred 
that consumer insight indicated health, convenience and price as drivers in the beef 
market, providing opportunity in the industry to meet these needs. 
“…consumer insight, and if you look at that, that's largely driven by health, convenience and 
price.  Within those, quality sits across those three core tiers…factors such as taste, flavour, 
speed of cook, appropriateness to consumer lifestyle… The biggest opportunity is health, by 




However, it was argued that in order to capitalise on any potential differentiated or unique 
strategy, the consumer (and retailer) have to be convinced of its proposed benefit and be 
willing to pay for it, illustrating the importance of the marketing message. 
 
5.2.2.5. Other Promotional Tools and Tactics 
In addition, it was believed certain aspects of NI could be used as tools or tactics to help 
promote NI beef, including the use of endorsement, landmarks and association products 
(table 5.2): 
Table 5.2: Potential Tools and Tactics to Help Market NI Beef 
Coded 
Tools/Tactics 
Description Illustrative Quote 
Endorsement NI beef endorsement by local 
celebrities and chefs. 
“We need a good promotion man, i.e.  Rory 
McElroy, we need good chefs doing Northern 
Ireland cooking, we need all this sort of stuff, 
not some wee Mickey Mouse person. Young 
people follow stars, that's the way it is.” (P13-
F) 
Landmarks Use of well-known NI 
landmarks such as the Giant’s 
Causeway, Slemish, the Glens 
and the Mourne Mountains to 
help link NI beef to the 
geography as a promotional 
tool. 
“We have any God's amount of scenery etc. 
etc. any God's amount of examples of that, 
that we can push out.” (P46-P) 
 
“I often thought when…you go to visit 
another country and part of the experience is 
the food, are you with me?  So, I felt that if 
you go to the Mournes for a holiday there 
should be something done there with local 
produce supplied, then if we're going to sell 
our food to a country...you see, maybe that's 
where it falls down.” (P38-GLRIB) 
Association 
products 
Partnering NI beef with other 
NI produce, for example, 
Bushmills Whiskey as a 
promotional tool.  
“It [partnering] sounds interesting; it sounds 
like a good idea…A lot of foreign customers 
that we bring over, we would…take them to 
Bushmills and…to Giant's Causeway and 
really go overboard with the foreigners to 




5.2.2.6. Value in a System that Rewards Quality 
Stakeholders believed there to be value in a system which encourages and rewards good 
consistent intrinsic eating quality, such as MSA and stated it had been investigated 
previously in NI but did not come to fruition for unknown reasons.  
“The eating quality of beef, I think it's awfully poor… it's variable, to say the least… When 
you sit down with the piece of…steak, you don't get up and say ‘That was fantastic; I'd just 
love another one of those.’ It's very seldom you'd do that…they [MSA] have a 5 star product, 
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4 star, etc, and we looked at all in Northern Ireland… it was all to do with the stars, the 
eating quality and tenderness…It never really went forward either, I don't know why.  It 
sounded a good idea…” (P22-F) 
 
“…setting a standard as to get the best eating quality… is what you should try and 
achieve…setting what good looks like from a slaughter, chilling, deboning, maturation point 
of view and using DNA sampling to actually determine [eating quality]…I know that eating 
quality would certainly be one…people are starting to chat about it, which is good…”(P34-P) 
 
5.2.3. PGI Approach for NI Beef 
A PGI approach to assurance was also identified as a potential marketing strategy for NI 
beef.  
 
Currently, the Northern Ireland Beef and Lamb Farm Quality Assurance Scheme (NIBL FQAS) 
provides a platform for farms to ensure correct compliance with animal welfare, 
traceability, food safety, stockmanship, environment protection and feed assurance. FQAS 
was suggested as a potential USP or promotional tool for NI beef, however, many 
interviewees no longer believed that this added value to the supply chain as it was 
considered as “…a basic requirement” (P42-GRLIB) for ‘doing business’ between farmers 
and processors, as there is limited operational and selling scope without it. As most 
customers require meat from farm quality assured cattle, it is vitally important to the 
processor, and therefore important to the farmer to enable him/her to sell to processors 
without penalty. Currently, if farmers present non assured cattle for slaughter they are 
subject to a penalty and farmers’ viewed the transition of farm quality assurance from a 
premium to a penalty as a ‘carrot and stick’ scenario. In short, farm quality assurance 
simply secures access to the market and takes the role of an ‘insurance policy’ to ensure 
due diligence. Therefore, its use as a promotional tool to differentiate NI product is 
redundant. 
“The benefit is now basically that to go to a processor in Northern Ireland, it's [Farm Quality 
Assurance] a precondition; if you don't have farm quality assured they don't want to know 
you… It makes a difference in my marketplace simply because the type of animals that I'd be 
selling would be marketed within the 90 days, so the person that buys them...needs it.” 
(P22-F) 
“There are lots of drawbacks in terms of cost that it [Farm Quality Assurance] creates, in 
terms of efficiency through factories, but…when you're going into the UK market, is a 
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prerequisite. So if you don't have Farm Assurance, you ain't selling meat to the UK market… 
if it's up to me, Farm Assurance is absolutely a necessity. But what I'm saying is you don't 
get the benefit from it all the time.” (P28-P) 
 
While, stakeholders had no fundamental objection to a PGI for NI beef, some did have 
concerns. They argued that for a PGI to be successful, it must be able to deliver uniqueness, 
consistently. However, as highlighted previously, true differentiation is regarded as difficult. 
“It's what is the point of difference. If you take your PGI status aside, what is it that makes 
Northern Ireland beef different to somebody else’s?...To stand out, you’ve got to stand for 
something… once you start muddying the waters then nobody wins.” (P59-R) 
 
5.2.3.1. Clever Marketing or Measurable Benefit? 
With regard to Scotch Beef PGI, it is viewed as a successful marketing and branding strategy 
employed by the relevant organisations in Scotland, rather than the success of the brand 
being pinned on the presence of a PGI (see chapter 4 for a full deconstruction of 
contributory success factors of Scotch Beef PGI).  
“QMS in Scotland are doing a very good job of spinning out Scotch beef as a special and 
…differentiated product. Whether I would believe that's the case or not doesn't really 
matter; it's a good marketing job.” (P50-R) 
 
Scotch Beef PGI marketing suggests the quality of the beef is attributable to production 
methods (predominantly grass based, extensive production) in the geographical area.  
 
Websites aligned to Scotch Beef PGI stated in 2015: 
“In a nut shell, Scotch Beef PGI is sourced from selected Scottish farms that must adopt best 
practice regarding animal welfare and natural production methods. We believe that our 
selection method leads to the best beef for taste and quality,” (QMS, 2015) 18 
“PGI status includes: 
Quality Guarantee: this guarantees a specific production method and controls which are 
stricter than those required by legislation. 





A Superior Character: which also guarantees our meat to have specific characteristics or 
quality that is superior to usual commercial standards.” (Scotch Beef and Lamb, 2015)19  
While, these statements no longer make references to superior quality on the respective 
websites20 21, at the time of interview participants  raised concerns. They believed Scotch 
Beef PGI was more about clever marketing than an actual measurable benefit.  
“That Eating Quality thing, there is massive scope for that. I didn't realise that the Scottish 
had that on their Scotch beef. But what’s written there is a load of ****.  Just because cattle 
eat that grass, or eat a grass based diet…It is a perspective thing.” (P13-F) 
Participants expressed that any proposed PGI differentiation strategy for NI beef must be 
measurable and scientifically quantifiable. 
 
5.2.3.2. Justification for PGI- Would it Command a Premium and is there Value in it? 
Stakeholders suggested that justification for a PGI must be consumer demand based, driven 
by what consumer’s value and what they are willing to pay for. They were not convinced 
that simply putting a PGI label on NI beef would command a premium in the marketplace. 
Farmers felt uneasy that they may not receive the financial benefit gained from a PGI and 
retailers saw no justification for a NI beef PGI (and therefore a premium), if it did not offer 
significant added value or benefit to the consumer. However, retailers claimed they would 
support it from a labelling perspective because they are legally obliged to, if such a system 
came into fruition. 
“I almost think [we] are forced to….there was [Scottish] beef and lamb before there was a 
PGI but we were all of sudden sold [selling] it with a PGI logo on it…we do sell Northern Irish 
beef in Northern Ireland, and if it were PGI then we would have to put a PGI logo on it…[but] 
I wouldn't say that would add anything…” (P50-R) 
 
Other stakeholders agreed with the limited value of a PGI in the Great British retail market 
but saw it as potentially successful in the international export market. Retailers agreed it 
would have little value to them outside of their NI stores. 
“Certainly for export, I would see that [PGI] as a benefit…whether that be China or the Asian 
markets or the States, they love all that stuff, if you've got a big PGI status on it.  Europe as 
                                                          
19 http://www.scotchbeefandlamb.com/what-is-pgi/ 
20 http://www.qmscotland.co.uk/campaigns/scotch-beef-pgi  
21 https://www.scotchkitchen.com/pgi/scotch-beef-pgi#  
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well, Germans like it, the Dutch, absolutely. That would work more in my mind, the 
European markets and export markets.” (P26-P) 
 “…something in Northern Ireland might work within Northern Ireland but outside of that it 
would be a bit of a stretch.” (P58-R) 
Furthermore, stakeholders were undecided whether a PGI should be marketed as a mass, 
mainstream product like Scotch Beef or whether it should be marketed more as regional or 
specialised products.  
 
5.2.3.3. Building the Market to Justify the PGI 
Stakeholders agreed that rather than trying to make PGI work for the product as it is now, 
there may be long term value in improving the eating quality and consistency of the 
product, based on a scheme guaranteeing measurable eating quality, for example, a MSA 
type system. 
“…PGI and Farm Quality Assured status and all that jazz…there's no real concrete ‘if you buy 
this, it's going to be better,’ whereas if you find… Something concrete that you can say 'if 
you do x, y, and z it's going to eat better’, and you're guaranteed that.” (P24-P) 
 
An informed product vision and a product of the desired and quantifiable standard is 
believed to be the first step. Secondly, a demand should be created for the product through 
an effective and sufficient marketing strategy, before finally considering applying for PGI 
status. In other words, build the market to justify the PGI. 
“Let's get ourselves an identity for our beef first and then worry about that...once you've 
your green fields sorted out and you know what you are and you've got your vision [is]…[PGI 
is] starting in the middle of the train. You have to get your strategy, first of all.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
Thirdly, commitment from all the stakeholders in the supply chain, each with clearly 
defined standards to follow would be required.  
 
5.2.3.4. The Value of Lifetime Assurance 
The Scotch Beef PGI case study identified lifetime assurance as one of the unique aspects of 
the scheme and ensures animals have spent the entirety of their lives on assured holdings 
and farms. Currently elsewhere is the UK (including NI), the qualifying residency period for 
farm quality assurance is 90 days, i.e. cattle only have to spend 90 days on an assured farm 
prior to slaughter to qualify as farm quality assured. From a PGI perspective, if NI was to 
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model and at the very least compete on an even platform with the perceived gold standard 
of PGI (Scotch Beef), lifetime assurance will be a critically important aspect that needs to be 
considered. 
 
Some participants believed lifetime assurance to be an absolute necessity, explaining the 
current system, “It's a farce…On the 89th day the animal is not farm assured, and all of a 
sudden on the 90th it is…” (P06-F). However, they did acknowledge the difficulties and the 
impracticalities of implementing a lifetime assurance scheme with potential temporary 
downturn in the availability of cattle and the cost to set up such a system being suggested 
as implications. However, they accepted that lifetime assurance will happen in the beef 
supply chain. 
“I think that it will come because it's one of those elephant in the room that has to brought 
in and it's a gaping hole that somebody is going to pick up someday… If you went Lifetime I 
know it would cause a bit of a stumbling on the supply chain, because…there's not a lot of 
cattle are Lifetime Farm Assured…” (P28-P) 
 
“…if you put the legislation in that says we have to be Farm Assured, so much of it wouldn't 
be and then you would just lose your retailer markets in the UK.  So the problem is not the 
principle, it's how do you actually deliver it?” (P29-P) 
 
Others did not see the value in life time assurance, particularly for the part time suckler 
farmer who would potentially bear a significant cost to become assured.  
“…it shouldn’t be an extra cost to your part time farmer who has 20 cows…I’d be totally 
against that…in effect…those calves, [are] all grass reared and all the rest of it, so 
they're…all but [the] name…” (P55-GRLIB) 
 
Additionally it is believed life time assurance should only come to fruition “…if there is a 
market for it…” (P44-GRLIB) and it provides an added benefit to the consumer. 
“If there was science behind the situation that could prove that an animal that was whole 
life farm quality assured or an animal that was quality assured for 90 days was any better to 
taste, to look at, to whatever, well maybe we could scratch our heads and look at it, but I 




However, there was acknowledgement that even if it was demanded by consumers, it 
doesn’t necessarily mean that the product would command a higher price, particularly as 
consumers probably already assume or at least expect, beef to be lifetime assured. 
“I don't know if it would actually be seen as a massive benefit that we could really charge 
more for it.  I think that the consumer expects it and would probably actually find it strange 
that we're not doing it.” (P24-P) 
 
Retailers were pro lifetime assurance and believed that on principle, beef should be life 
time assured like other livestock production systems such as dairy. They also expressed 
concerns about potential repercussions for their businesses if consumers were made aware 
that beef was not lifetime assured.  
“My opinion is why don't we have it?  I came from dairy, where every farm has to be 
[lifetime] assured...I came across the beef and lamb side of things and…found out that it 
only has to apply for the last 90 days, and…I think that people would be absolutely appalled 
and…it's only going to take one instance for it to flash up, the Daily Mail or whoever it might 
be to run a story on it, and that's a real worry from our point of view in terms of brand 
protection. I've had various arguments with farmers and I whole heartily support lifetime 
assurance.” (P58-R) 
 
5.2.3.5. Scope for an All-Ireland PGI 
In relation to an all-Ireland PGI involving cattle from the Island of Ireland (IOI) (NI and ROI), 
stakeholders agreed that the more favourable beef image or identity associated with the 
ROI would be a significant advantage. 
“Northern Ireland is nothing…We nearly need the South of Ireland to create that overall 
image…If a [processor] took me on in the morning as a salesman for red meat and I was 
jumping on a plane, I would like to be going to sell Irish beef.” (P38-GRLIB) 
 
However, a significant barrier to this approach is believed to be political. Stakeholders 
believed it would be the political barriers that would be the most difficult to overcome due 
to jurisdictional obstacles. 
“Those are all technical things that can be overcome…If the political will was there to do it 
[it could be done], and I'm not sure it… we would have had conversations with Bord 
Bia…directly about doing this, and [it’s] pretty lukewarm…[ROI agricultural 
counterparts]was saying that he has no jurisdiction...if he was putting his name to Irish beef 
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and there was a problem with something that originated in Northern Ireland, he'd no 
jurisdiction, no control over that.” (P43-GRLIB) 
 
Stakeholders argued there would need to be legislative alignment among the two 
jurisdictions, for example, technical, labelling legislation and policy alignment. However, 
they acknowledged that the similar production systems and biosecurity arrangements 
between NI and ROI would be advantageous to an all-Ireland approach. Steadier pricing of 
cattle due to the larger scale afforded from an all-Ireland pool of cattle was seen as 
beneficial. However, there was concern that an all-Ireland pool could dilute the higher price 
currently commanded by NI cattle. In addition, there were also concerns over currency 
fluctuations and uncertainties, i.e. do you trade in GBP, Euro or both? Additionally,  an all-
Ireland approach was believed to potentially help ease problems associated with cattle with 
no identity (nomads- cattle that have had both British and Irish identities at some point in 
their lives). That said, it was suggested an all-Ireland would potentially damage NI’s key 
market, i.e. the Great British retailers, due to the retailer primarily procuring and sourcing 
British (and therefore NI) beef before seeking other options. With a potential loss of the 
retail market, associated with an all-Ireland PGI, it is believed the industry would have to 
rely on export markets. 
 
5.3. DISCUSSION 
5.3.1. Marketing Structure and Strategy 
Poor agricultural marketing strategies have been suggested elsewhere in the UK and in 
other countries (Latacz-Lohmann and Foster, 1997; Beverland, 2005; Cox, Chicksand and 
Yang, 2007; Tamilia and Charlebois, 2007; Rickard and Roberts, 2008; Duffy and Fearne, 
2009; Everett and Slocum, 2013), implying that this is not a problem particularly unique to 
NI.  
 
The Scotch Beef case study findings suggested that Scotland’s strategy to marketing is much 
more cohesive and strategic. Organisations or companies regarded as having good 
marketing strategies are believed to have more successful brands/products (Flint and 
Golicic, 2009). Scotland’s approach often takes an educational role, where they aim to 
educate consumers about the brand and agriculture in order to help drive the brand/ image 
(Everett and Slocum 2013, Quality Meat Scotland (QMS), 2016). The importance of 
consumers acquiring knowledge to orientate them with the marketing message has been 
highlighted elsewhere (McEachern and Warnaby, 2005). While a big promotional drive was 
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initiated in January 2014 by the LMC to help educate consumers and increase their 
awareness of the NIBL FQAS, it solely focused on the farm quality assurance aspect rather 
than promoting NI beef under an umbrella brand. The case study showed how Scotland has 
created a whole Scotch Beef brand based on PGI but also that they promote their extensive 
responsibility practices which consumers can relate to (story telling). They do not just solely 
focus on the PGI or assurance aspect of the brand- they take a holistic approach to 
marketing. Marketing literature has suggested that a product must have both tangible and 
intangible benefits which are designed to meet and satisfy consumer needs (Hoeffler and 
Keller, 2003), therefore highlighting the importance of storytelling in the marketing 
message. 
 
It is important that the NI beef industry consider a much wider marketing scope for NI beef 
rather than just focusing on one aspect and consider NI beef as an umbrella brand rather 
than individual processor led products. However, this is likely to be a consequence of not 
having a dedicated marketing body to grow the NI beef industry internally and externally 
(export markets). Marketing bodies have been identified as critical elements to long term 
competitiveness in agriculture (Gorton and Davidova, 2001), showing it is imperative that a 
well-structured and fully staffed marketing body with a commercial focus should be 
established in NI sooner rather than later. A DETI review looking into the marketing and 
promotion in NI agri-food involving DAERA, Invest NI and the AFSB, found that marketing 
efforts in NI agri-food were fragmented, lacked long term strategy and were poorly funded. 
However, this review did not take into account all the key stakeholders involved, for 
example, research bodies, nor did it consider individual opinions but rather, institutional 
opinions from delegates. This study aimed to bridge this gap by presenting the views of a 
larger pool of individuals from farming, industry, government, lobby bodies and research 
institutions and organisations. 
 
Additionally, Lochridge (1981, p.306) stated that ‘The reward potential for a successful 
strategy is only large where the size of the advantage that can be created is also large’ 
showing that having a marketing body is regarded as a significant advantage (it is believed 
by stakeholders to be a significant advantage), and the reward gained from it should also be 
substantial. Previous studies have identified the important influence staff with desired 
managerial characteristics (international orientation, entrepreneurial orientation and 
previous experience), and physical resource can exert on marketing success (Ibeh, Ibrahim 
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and Panayides, 2006), which highlights the importance of hiring people with the correct 
experience, characteristics and skills. 
 
5.3.2. Branding and Differentiation 
It has been suggested that a comprehensive and sustained marketing strategy can help 
build and maintain a strong brand (Carter and Shaw, 1993; Beverland, 2007) and that brand 
names and labels on their own are not sufficient (Van Trijp, Steenkamp and Candel, 1997). 
For differentiation from ROI and GB, or branding to be successful, a concrete marketing 
strategy to promote the message is key. Carter and Shaw (1993) indicated that promotional 
activity is essential for brand recognition. In comparison to NI, Scotland has a holistic view 
to branding and has created a significant identity through storytelling, which is believed to 
resonate with its consumers so that they understand and are loyal to the brand (Davidson, 
Schröder and Bower, 2003; McEachern and Schröder, 2004; Revoredo- Ghia et al., 2011). NI 
needs to focus on building a brand through storytelling, particularly as branding moves NI 
beef away from being a commodity product (Beverland, 2007), to one with added value. 
However, this raises concerns. Firstly, differentiation is an important element of branding 
but it is difficult, and secondly, branding requires effective storytelling but portrayed 
benefits need to be measurable and quantifiable. 
 
While literature has suggested that differentiation (as well as a unique selling position and 
storytelling) is central to successful branding, (Altmann, 1997; Webster and Keller, 2000; 
Beverland, 2005; Jaffe and Masakure, 2005; Flint and Golicic, 2009), results from this study 
illustrated the significant barriers to differentiating NI over the rest of GB and the ROI, 
suggesting that regional differentiation is not practical, as the geography, the production 
systems and therefore selling points are all very similar between the regions and countries. 
This contradicts existing literature that suggested differentiation by region has a 
competitive advantage (Flint and Golicic, 2009). Palmer et al. (2006) highlighted that origin 
or region alone are not sufficient brand identifiers and suggested that for branding to be 
successful and sustainable, the product has to deliver additional benefits to the consumer.  
 
This leads onto the second point, where stakeholders believed that any suggested benefits 
portrayed to consumers must be measurable and more than just clever marketing, such as 
is believed to be the case with Scotch Beef. Everett and Slocum (2013) stated that 
promotion must be backed up by scientific evidence of proposed benefits, and this was 
acknowledged by the NI beef industry who are thinking cautiously about differentiation and 
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considering the potential repercussions from not being able to back up claims. 
Furthermore, results are corroborated by evidence which suggested branding, marketing 
and promotion should be based on what is important to consumers (Beverland, 2007; 
Evertt and Slocum, 2013). However, consumers can be segmented into different fractions 
with different needs and wants, therefore the NI beef industry must consider what is 
important to their consumers when developing a branding and marketing strategy. 
 
Literature has suggested that credence cues such as origin, traceability, production 
information, animal welfare and quality assurance are becoming more important to 
consumers, (Steenkamp, 1990; Verbeke, 2000; Berunés, Olazola and Corcoran, 2003a; 
Berunés, Olazola and Corcoran, 2003b; Rickard and Roberts, 2008) and in food marketing 
(Fernqvist and Ekelund, 2014). These credence cues, such as, country and region, cannot be 
ascertained even after the use of the product (Steenkamp, 1990). There are important 
differences on what credence cues consumer’s value most by country and region (Berunés, 
Olazola and Corcoran, 2003a; Berunés, Olazola and Corcoran, 2003b). For example, a study 
found that in Italy processing and packaging information were important, whereas in 
Germany and France brand name and origin were more important, and in the UK origin and 
animal welfare were deemed important (Berunés, Olazola and Corcoran, 2003a; Roosen, 
Lusk and Fox, 2003). Equally, other publications have disputed the importance of extrinsic 
cues such as, origin (and brand name) to UK consumers (Roosen, Lusk and Fox, 2003), 
suggesting cues such as price and intrinsic eating quality are more significant (McEachern 
and Seaman, 2005). The importance of origin to consumers is linked to the strength of their 
regional identity (Van der Lans et al., 2001). None of these studies have considered NI 
specifically (usually English and Scottish consumers were used), therefore it is important to 
consider the segmented consumer perception of the target market, for example, NI 
consumers, American consumers etc., when considering the importance placed on origin 
when it is used as part of a branding strategy. Evidence has indicated origin information 
(including PGI) is more valuable outside the region it is produced in (Brunori et al., 2008). 
This evidence should be considered when developing a strategy for the market. 
Additionally, the industry should question whether a brand could be built on something 
which is primarily unrelated to origin.  
 
It is clear that both the lack of brand and poor marketing strategy in NI are impacting on the 
performance of the NI beef supply chain. Undoubtedly, both are required to help improve 
the competitiveness of the industry. The Going for Growth (AFSB, 2013) reported an 
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aspiration to grow the red meat markets by 78% and evidence has suggested that when 
growth is a key target for the agri-food industry, a long term marketing strategy is vital 
(Ibeh, Ibrahim and Panayides, 2006), something which is lacking in the NI beef industry.  
Beverland (2007) talked about push and pull strategies of marketing. Push marketing is 
when consumers are made aware of the brand to drive demand and pull is when consumer 
insight is used to build a brand. It is a conundrum of whether an industry led strategy 
should inform the brand (push) or whether the consumer informed brand should advise the 
strategy (pull). Increasing importance has been placed on understanding what consumers 
want or value and the results of this study concur with this, but it raises the question of 
whether an effective marketing strategy can be built on a brand driven by what consumer’s 
value? Results implied a need for both push and pull strategies to be used in tandem in NI 
as there is neither a convincing brand nor structured strategy at present. In reality, 
targeting specific consumer groups may be idealistic but is not necessarily practical when 
processors are selling to many different customers. However, specifically in relation to the 
majority customer (retailers), pull marketing driven by consumer demand can be a reality, 
provided processors work with retailers to understand consumer (and customer) needs and 
work with farmers in meeting these needs at the farm level. 
 
5.3.3. Marketing Messages and Mediums 
Literature agreed with the findings of this study, that there is an ever increasing gap 
between agriculture and consumers (Pratt and Wayne, 1995, Kirwan, 2006), suggesting that 
it is imperative the industry meaningfully communicate with and tailor marketing to 
consumers, in order to help them understand, appreciate and gain knowledge about 
agriculture and product/brand and therefore, value the proposed benefits (Cater and Shaw, 
1993; Latacz-Lohmann and Foster, 1997; Baines and Harris, 2000; Hoeffler and Keller, 2003; 
Thilmany, Umberger and Ziehl, 2005; Van Trijp and Steenkamp, 2005; Verbeke and Ward, 
2006; Beverland, 2007; Flint and Golicic, 2009). In addition, meat is typically unbranded (a 
consequence of servicing the OL retailer) and this has been identified as a particular barrier 
to branding and marketing (Verbeke and Viaene, 1999), as it means consumers cannot 
associate with branded marketing messages. While still associated with retailer OL produce, 
Scotch Beef PGI contains additional PGI related branding information which is a mandatory 





Furthermore, the way in which Scotch Beef carry out their marketing also should be 
considered. Both QMS and LMC have YouTube channels but QMS have significantly more 
videos with greater number of views and have been uploading for 8 years, (30-40 videos 
uploaded per year)22. In comparison, the LMC have 3 videos, with several thousand less 
views and have uploaded for 1 year23. Within the QMS marketing model, supply chain 
stakeholders engage actively in marketing, for example, there are YouTube videos of Scotch 
Beef farmers talking passionately about their product and the benefits24. This study 
highlighted the importance of marketing through social media and indicated that in NI, 
social media platforms are not being utilised by the relevant organisations, nor are 
Northern Irish consumers watching to the same extent. It is important that the correct 
mediums are used to promote and market NI beef to ensure consumers are made aware of 
and understand the product. That said, it should be noted that, while the LMC have 
recently (2016) emphasised their supportive role in marketing (LMC, 2017), the 
development of a marketing body solely dedicated to this purpose is still essential for the 
longevity of the NI beef industry and wider agri-food industry. 
 
Due to a lack of marketing structure and strategy for beef in NI, coupled with the absence 
of a dedicated body for beef (and other agricultural) marketing and promotion, poor means 
of marketing communication and the difficulties in branded differentiation/identity of NI 
beef over other regions and countries, agricultural marketing in NI is regarded as 
particularly poor. It could be argued that the NI beef industry’s approach to marketing is 
similar to the marketing approach of SMEs, in that it lacks strategic and long term focus and 
structure, occurring on an ad hoc basis (Carson and Gilmore, 2000; Gilmore, Carson and 
Grant, 2001). The NI beef industry already suspected that marketing was fragmented when 
the Going for Growth report suggested the needs for a strategic marketing body (AFSB, 
2013). However, this study has further reinforced this viewpoint across the board, as all 
stakeholders reaffirmed the fragmented and ad hoc marketing efforts within the current 
beef system.  
 
5.3.4. Is PGI the answer to Northern Ireland’s branding and marketing problems? 
Ilbery at al., (2005) suggested three essential ingredients for differentiating a brand- the 
product, process and place. However, the NI beef industry is acutely aware that true 
                                                          
22 https://www.youtube.com/user/QMSMooTube  
23 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUkcFDMZBCaIrOdhnsbWy7g  
24 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psEIA__lXVU  
166 
 
differentiation of NI beef from other beef is difficult, when compared with other regions of 
the UK and the ROI, due to similar production systems, geography and ultimately, a similar 
product, suggesting that it is not as easy as Ilbery et al. (2005) makes it out to be. Scotch 
Beef gained its PGI in 2004 after successfully branding themselves using a strategy of 
superior intrinsic eating quality from grass based production in Scotland. However, grass 
based production is predominant elsewhere in the UK and the ROI and the results of this 
study suggested that NI beef chain stakeholders did not view Scotland’s PGI as measurable, 
nor unique and therefore would not see this as a successful strategy to follow in NI. It has 
been suggested that PGI (and Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and Traditional 
Speciality Guaranteed (TSG)) could provide an opportunity to promote other extrinsic agri-
food indicators including biodiversity, carbon footprint and water use (Bernués et al., 2011). 
 
It is believed there may be more merit in a system that encourages and rewards superior 
eating quality, thereby removing the commodity nature associated with beef. Therefore, a 
system similar to MSA which provides guarantees on eating quality to consumers, based on 
numerous measurements and parameters (MSA, 2017) is proposed. Previous work on MSA 
in Europe suggested that an MSA platform could be successful in European countries but 
would require adjustments to criteria and adjustments to the current product quality 
(Farmer et al., 2009; Hocquette et al., 2014; Bonny et al., 2016). It is argued that for a brand 
to be successful it has to deliver additional eating quality benefits to the consumers (Palmer 
et al., 2006) and studies indicated that supply chain stakeholders do place value in high 
quality produce (Lea and Worsley, 2006). MSA has built a brand based on measurable and 
consistent eating quality, rather than linking proposed and potentially unmeasurable 
benefits to origin. There may be more value in NI following suit, whereby NI beef becomes 
associated with excellent and quantifiable eating quality rather than something 
unmeasurable and ultimately, insignificant. Once quantifiable superior eating quality is 
achieved, a PGI application may be warranted in the future. The PGI must be justifiable for 
it to have a substantial benefit in the market. In the meantime, the beef industry in NI 
should consider whether PGI for ‘generic’ NI beef and classifying all NI beef as PGI is the 
most appropriate platform at present. Evidence has suggested that a strategy of niche 
based differentiation may result in more market success, particularly in international 
markets (Ibeh, Ibrahim and Panayides, 2006). Therefore, the industry should consider 
whether PGI is more appropriate for specialised/niche or value added/quality enhanced 




5.4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The results of this study identified three main issues concerning beef marketing and 
promotion in NI; 1) lack of long term marketing strategy and structure, 2) absence of 
dedicated marketing body and 3) differentiation/brand identity is difficult to achieve in NI 
over other UK regions and the ROI. It also identified that there is a distinct need to ‘tell our 
story’ but again this is regarded as difficult due to the lack of brand image/identify and the 
difficulties associated with differentiating on geographical origin. While it is believed that 
Scotland’s approach to marketing and promotion is superior to NI’s efforts, following in 
their footsteps with a PGI/ differentiated origin message is not believed to be the answer to 
NI’s marketing and branding problems.  
 
A scheme or institution built on superior eating quality with measurable benefits and 
guarantees, driven by consumer insight, is believed to be more value to the industry and 
seen as helping to position NI beef as less of a commodity produce and more of a value 
added product, thereby driving competitiveness of the industry from primarily a quality 
perspective rather than a geographical origin perspective.  
 
However, it is recognised that for this to happen substantial improvement in eating quality 
and consistency is required to successfully create a brand based on superior quality. If the 
demand for the product warrants a PGI, an application for PGI could be made in the future, 
in other words, build the market to justify the PGI. Based on the results and discussion of 
this study, the following recommendations are suggested: 
1. The industry must ensure the development of a coherent and long term marketing 
strategy for beef, taking into account what consumer segments value/want from 
beef (consumer insight); 
2. All supply chain stakeholders must be open to new marketing strategies and be an 
integral part of marketing messages and promotion; 
3. It is important that the long term marketing strategy involve the building of a clear 
and convincing brand for NI beef, offering true benefits which can be utilised in 
brand focused avenues; 
4. The industry (and government) must continue to develop the marketing body with 
commercial orientated leadership, a representative body, sufficient financial 
resource and decision making power unconstrained by government. In the interim, 
an organisation should be appointed as the lead for marketing and promotion, with 
sufficient financial backing until such times the body is developed; 
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5. The marketing body should have a clear vision, strategy and mission goals and its 
work should be based on 3 core areas; 1) Facilitate market access 2) Provide 
logistical support and 3) Branding, marketing and promotion to include 
collaborative market research with industry; 
6. People with specialist agricultural marketing knowledge and experience must form 
part of the marketing body employee structure, therefore jobs need to be made 
attractive and competitive in order to ensure the right people are recruited and 
maintained; 
7. Industry must seriously consider whether a PGI is the correct strategy at this time, 
and evaluate potential merits and feasibility of alternative systems focused on 
measurable quality benefits and guarantees to consumers; 
8. The industry must also consider the appropriateness of classifying all NI beef under 
PGI and question whether it is more appropriate for a specialised or value 
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6. Chapter Six- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Supply Chain Relationships in the 
NI Beef Supply Chain, with a Focus on the Farmer- Processor Dyad25 
 
6.1. INTRODUCTION 
Employing thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews (studies 2-5) with Northern 
Ireland (NI) beef supply chain stakeholders (n=56) , this chapter explores supply chain 
relationships (aim5) and consequently perceptions of power, trust and agency in the sector 
to understand how can the optimal performance of the NI beef supply chain be improved? 
This chapter adds to the growing corpus of literature on supply chain power (Hingley 2005; 
Lindgreen, Palmer and Trienekens, 2005; Storey et al., 2006; Duarte Canever et al., 2008; 
Bowman et al 2013; Fleming and Spicer 2014; Hingley, Angell and Lindgreen, 2015) by 
exploring the process of accommodation amongst weaker parties in one sub-sector of an 
industry characterised by low trust and strong power relations. The Northern Irish beef 
industry is a good case study to explore power relations given the relatively fragmented 
farm structure and the concentrated nature of the Northern Irish processing industry.  
 
Various theories of effective supply chain organisation and management argue that 
leveraging or creating value in modern economies requires greater supply chain 
coordination to improve efficiency and long term competitive advantage (Womack et al., 
1990; Simons et al., 2003; Duarte Canever et al., 2008). It is argued that improved 
cooperation and co-ordination in supply chains, however, requires trust (Dwyer et al., 1987; 
Moorman et al., 1993; Morgan & Hunt, 1994); but that the development of trust can be 
hindered by the exercise of certain forms of supply chain power (Blau, 1964; Hingley, 2005). 
The effects of power are often downplayed because its expression is sometimes difficult to 
identify as it is experienced subjectively (Fleming and Spicer, 2014). Similarly supply chain 
stakeholders, particularly those who exercise power to their advantage, may do so 
defensively, which complicates understanding of motives by those affected (Bowman et al., 
2013). The lack of overt and unambiguous understandings of how power is expressed and 
what its effects are within a supply chain, gives rise to an interesting yet sensitive area of 
research. 
                                                          
25 Parts of this chapter have been published as a journal article: 
Brooks, S., Leaver, A., Spence, M., Elliott, C.T. and Dean, M., 2017. Pragmatic engagement in a low 
trust supply chain: Beef farmers’ perceptions of power, trust and agency. Competition & 




The first section reviews the extant academic literature on the effects of power on trust in 
supply chain. The second explains the sectoral context within which power is expressed. 
Results and discussion of findings follows in later sections. The chapter then ends with a 
reflection on the impact of power on trust and agency in this sector. 
 
6.1.1. Power and Trust in Supply Chains: Theoretical Considerations 
The effects of supply chain power on inter-organisational trust is an important area of 
research within studies of business organisations and supply chain management. But over 
the last 40+ years this discussion has moved from the use of power to coerce to the role of 
power in embedding legitimacy and cooperation in supply chains, to the importance of 
trust and the way it mitigates the expedient and opportunist use of coercive power. It is 
worthwhile revisiting this literature briefly.  
 
The study of power has come some way since Dahl’s (1957, p.202 & 203) original statement 
that ‘A has power over B to the extent that A can get B to do something that B would not 
otherwise do.’ Applying this definition to a supply chain context was always fraught with 
difficulties when, for example, it was never clear what B would ‘otherwise do’ in the 
absence of A’s power, when B was locked into a relationship with A because B was reliant 
on A to purchase his/her goods or services, and the relation between A and B might be zero 
sum (B’s margin was A’s cost).  
 
One response was to refine Dahl’s definition and make it more relevant for a supply chain 
application. Hence Wilemon (1972) argued that: ‘power refers to the ability of one channel 
[supply chain] member to induce another channel [supply chain] member to change its 
behaviour in favour of the objectives of the channel [supply chain] member exerting 
influence.’ This made Dahl’s subtle distinction more apparent: power is not just something 
one partner ‘has,’ but is also something that one partner ‘exercises’; power is a relation as 
much as a possession. This distinction led to what Gaski (1984) referred to as the growth of 
‘channel power and conflict theory’ – the study of the impact of one supply chain member’s 
power (its character, source and extent) on the amount of conflict with their chain 
partners. 
 
For some authors the results were predictable and conclusive. Robicheaux and El-Ansary 
(1977), for example, argued that when one partner possessed significantly higher levels of 
power, this led to an increase in the coercive use of that power. This was reinforced by 
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many laboratory studies which demonstrated a positive correlation between power and 
coercion (Dwyer and Walker, 1981; Roering, 1977). But others were more sceptical of this 
reading. Lindgreen, Palmer and Trienekens (2005) argued that the existence of power 
relations did not imply the abuse of those relations, whilst Frazier and Summers (1986) 
argued these lab experiments could not replicate reality and misunderstood the complex 
trade-offs necessary for maintaining long term supplier relationships.  
 
Those longer term trade-offs might, for example, include that between the gains from 
coercion and the loss of trust; powerful stakeholders gained legitimacy by resisting their 
ability to use power coercively (Blau, 1964). In this way, it was argued, co-operative supply 
chain relations could co-exist with significant power differentials, provided larger firms did 
not abuse their position and weaker supply chain members understood and accepted this 
power imbalance (Hingley, 2005; Hingley et al., 2015).  
 
For others, it was not just that restraint was important, but that legitimate power could be 
used constructively to facilitate supply chain co-ordination (Stern, 1969; Provan and 
Gassenheimer, 1994). Power could be exercised to positively reward instead of negatively 
coerce, maintaining greater cooperation and efficiency (Maloni and Benton, 2000; Benton 
and Maloni, 2005). 
 
These ideas (arguably) became dominant within supply chain management texts. In the 
1990s this led to a subtle shift in emphasis away from how restraint might embed 
legitimacy, towards a discussion of trust as a means of mitigating opportunism and 
coercion. Trust would supposedly embed cooperation (Moorman et al., 1993), encourage 
commitment (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), help overcome mutual difficulties (Dwyer et al., 
1987), and stimulate risk-taking and risk-spreading (La Londe, 2002), thus avoiding the need 
for forcible, directive demands as a method for supply chain co-ordination (Ellram and 
Cooper, 1990; Storey et al., 2006). The intellectual shift, in other words, moved from the 
relations between ‘power and coercion’ to those of ‘trust and the curtailment of coercive 
power’.  
 
This shift set many authors on a search for the organisational support towards trust-
building in supply chains (Monczka and Morgan, 1997; Akkermans et al., 1999). This 
included commitments to open communication and data sharing (La Londe and Masters, 
1994), the development of shared technologies which bridge company boundaries 
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(Kaufman et al., 2000; Schönsleben, 2000; Vokurka, 2000), dedicated investment which 
embedded cooperation (Nyaga, Whipple and Lynch, 2010) and the broader growth of a 
more holistic management philosophy (Harland et al., 1999).  
 
It followed then that trust might actually reduce costs, improve efficiency and nurture a 
more sustainable competitive advantage for the whole chain (Harland, 1996; Chen and 
Paulraj, 2004; Storey et al., 2006; Hartmann and De Grahl, 2011; Azadegan, 2011; Paulraj, 
2011). According to these authors, trust negated the need for expensive surveillance and 
other transaction costs throughout the supply chain (Ballou, Gilbert and Mukherjee, 2000; 
Kwon and Suh, 2004). It improved quality (Hammer, 2001), enhanced planning and 
forecasting (Kwon and Suh, 2004) and sped up responsiveness from suppliers (Handfield 
and Bechtel, 2002). The supply chain management orthodoxy asserted that trust relations 
disincentivised the use and abuse of coercive power and enhanced collaboration to 
promote efficiency for the whole supply chain (see Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Batt, 2003; 
Lindegreen et al., 2005; Hingley, 2005; Lindegreen, Palmer and Trienekens, 2005; 
Matopoulos et al., 2007; Fischer et al., 2007, 2008, 2009; Kähkönen and Tenkanen, 2010; 
Terpend and Ashenbaum, 2012; Bryne and Power, 2014; Kähkönen, 2014).  
 
This optimistic story has been, however, difficult to substantiate empirically. A number of 
case studies found it difficult to find true examples of this kind of holistic co-ordination, and 
found a continuing and recurrent use of coercive power (Bowman et al., 2013; Storey et al 
2006). Similarly, it is questionable whether shared technologies like open book accounting 
have embedded trust or encouraged predation when they make visible a supplier’s margin 
which can be cannibalised. It is suggested that the balance of emphasis has swung too far in 
favour of ‘the importance of trust’ and ignored the continuing importance of coercive 
power. Though these themes remain prevalent in the global value chain literature on the 
governance of buyer-supplier relations (Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon, 2005, Gereffi and 
Lee, 2016), in particular the role of conventions which underwrite the exercise of power 
(Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). But here two observations are made.  
 
First, the emphasis on trust has created an almost binary divide between the principles of 
cooperation and power, and in so doing presents a very narrow conception of what power 
is and how it is exercised. Power continues to be exercised coercively in many sectors, but 
we would note that power can be exercised through more subtle means. Power may be 
more diffuse, oblique and systemic in character. Fleming & Spicer (2014) for example argue 
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that in organisations ‘…power is not only exercised through highly visible acts of direction or 
even back room politicking. It also infuses many of the systems, processes, ideas and even 
identities that organisations constitute.’ (p. 275). If this idea is extended to whole supply 
chains, it might be observed that the potential to exercise coercive power – or even 
perceptions about its potential exercise – may deter certain forms of activity, whether 
coercion is explicitly used or not (Emerson, 1962, p. 32). This ‘perceptual’ source of power, 
particularly the perceptions of the subjugated stakeholder, can set the ‘rules of the game’ 
and can have the equivalent effect to those of coercive instruction (e.g. Bacharach and 
Lawler, 1976). It is also possible that this perceptual source of power becomes entwined 
with what Lukes (1986) refers to as non-decision making power and Tedeschi and Bonoma 
(1972) call ‘ecological control’ – the perceived absence of alternatives on the part of weaker 
stakeholders, whose understandings may be shaped by and in turn shape their positional 
dependence and sense of powerlessness.  
 
This leads to a second point, that if power is multi-dimensional then power relations may 
be structured as much by the self-perceptions of weaker stakeholders as much as by the 
explicit actions of more powerful stakeholders. In a Foucauldian sense, power is therefore 
not ‘possessed’ but rather embodied and enacted (Foucault 1982). Of course the two may 
not be separate as outlined above, but it is still important to think about how perceptions 
of the powerless characterise power dynamics ‘from the ground up’ (see for example Beier 
and Ster, 1969).  A weaker stakeholder’s perception of the need to respect and comply with 
a powerful party (French and Raven, 1959) may encourage pragmatic, but resigned 
engagement. Our focus for the purposes of this chapter is hence less on the active force of 
more powerful agents, but the process of accommodation among weaker ones. This 
requires us to be sensitive to power as a relation, embodied in discourse and practice. 
 
This different emphasis allows an approach to examine the relation between power, trust 
and agency. Therefore a sector characterised by relational power imbalances was selected 
to examine the pragmatic, but resigned engagement. Our sector of choice was the beef 
sector and involved interviewees throughout the supply chain including farmers, 
processors, retailers and Government, Research, Lobby and Industry Bodies (GRLIB). The NI 
beef sector was chosen because of the extensive literature that highlights the presence of 
adversarial market relations and the absence of cooperation and collaboration (both 




6.1.2. Research Context  
The domination of the UK agri-food chains by powerful multiple food retailers was 
documented as far back as the 1980’s in several Monopolies and Mergers Commission 
(MMC) and Office of Fair Trading (OFT) reports (Burt and Sparks, 2003). Retailer strength 
grew after the BSE crisis in 1996 as the various import bans across Europe meant UK 
multiples became the only major outlet for UK beef farmers and processors. This 
encouraged more hostile power relations, with much of the burden of adjustment passed 
further down the chain to stakeholders (farmers) (O’Keeffe, 1998; Buccirossi et al., 2002; 
Consumers International, 2012).   
 
Since then these power imbalances have become expressed through techniques which 
ostensibly could be used to embed trust but are instead used to discipline suppliers. For 
example, supply arrangements which have no defined contractual length could be used to 
negotiate flexibility for all stakeholders but in reality allow retailers to walk away if they find 
better deals elsewhere or if they deem supplier practices to be non-compliant (Burt and 
Sparks, 2003; Bowman et al., 2012; Bowman et al., 2013). Similarly open book accounting 
practices could encourage information sharing positively, but are used by retailers to 
cannibalise any margin gains by their suppliers (Free, 2008; Bowman et al., 2013). These 
and other techniques, like reverse auctions to lower tender prices, enable the retailer to 
dictate the terms of the business relationship with their suppliers and pass the risks and 
costs onto them (Bowman et al., 2012; Bowman et al., 2013). Consequently, suppliers are 
then incentivised to pass the cost of adjustment onto processors, who in turn try to pass 
risk on to their suppliers and so on until those pressures reach farmers (Taylor, 2006; 
Bowman et al., 2012; Bowman et al., 2013). This kind of contractual predation has a 
fragmentary effect, encouraging sectoral opportunism and a culture of dealing as 
stakeholders try to exploit minor and often fleeting sources of advantage. Trust formation 
within the sector becomes difficult to establish with suspicion the norm.  
 
The impact of the supermarket price wars with the emergence of hard discounters like Aldi 
and Lidl has further amplified these trends. Figure 6.1 shows the respective market shares 
of UK based retailers from November 2014 to November 2015 where Tesco, Asda and 
Sainsbury’s market share has deceased over this period, while hard discounters such as Aldi 
and Lidl have increased their market share by 0.8% and 0.6% respectively. But the effects 




Figure 6.1: UK Retailer Market Share- November 2014 to November 2015 
 
The impact of these pressures hit beef farmers in particular because they are unable to pass 
on financial adjustment due to their position (the first node) in the supply chain and their 
relatively fragmented organisational character. Farmers therefore tend to experience 
significant financial insecurity and information asymmetry, which nurtures myopia and 
insularity. The few studies available suggest suspicion that arises at this level of the chain 
may not only be reserved for supermarkets, but may express itself as suspicion of 
processors and even other farmers (Nitschke and O’Keefe, 1997).  
 
There has been little work on trust and power in the Northern Irish beef industry 
specifically. Perhaps the closest is that of Fischer et al. (2007) who found a mistrust of 
processors at farm level in the Irish and UK beef chains due to issues of price, transparency 
and the power imbalance within the chain. Similar findings were found in the fruit and 
vegetable market where academic work has highlighted how these general sectoral 
pressures have led to a series of disconnections and power asymmetries which undermine 
trust (Batt, 2003; Matopoulos et al., 2007). Outside the UK, there are similar findings, 
where farmers’ demonstrable mistrust of slaughterhouses is attributable to power 











































































































But it is important to be sensitive to the regional specificities of these markets. Many 
studies tend to conflate the quite different markets of NI and the British mainland. For 
example, farming in NI is much more fragmented, with smaller economies of scale 
compared to other regions such as England. Northern Irish beef farms tend to be small for 
historical reasons. Land was typically divided among generations of farming families, so that 
each farmer would own a finite amount of land and that land would typically specialise in a 
particular stage of beef production, for example, hill land is not suitable for cattle close to 
being ‘finished’ for slaughter. Additionally, there are more independent processors in 
England, compared to NI where competition is limited as processing is controlled in the 
hands of a few companies. Reduced competition in processing and the large number of 
small beef farms in NI, provides processors with numerous supply options but farmers with 
limited selling options, illustrating a unique competitive environment. Oligopoly is further 
heightened with fewer retailers that processors can sell to. This may make perceptions of 
powerlessness and dependency more acute in the Northern Irish case, exacerbating 
mistrust and hampering efficient cooperation, making it an area worthy of investigation.   
 
A qualitative interview technique was necessary to understand perceptions of power, trust 
and agency in NI beef supply chain relationships. While various other stakeholder 
relationships were examined and will be briefly discussed throughout where applicable, this 
chapter primarily investigates and expands on perceptions of the farmer-processor dyad, as 
this relationship was viewed as the most adversarial, particularly from the farmer’s 
perspective and contributes to much of the perceived abuse of power and lack of trust in 
the supply chain. Farmer perceptions of the processor consequently dictate the farmers 
operations and actions. Details of the methods used can be found in chapter 2. Later, 
findings on the NI farmers’ perceptions of power and their resigned engagement with 
processors are discussed. A final section explores the supply chain dysfunction that results 
in the absence of trust. 
 
6.2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
This results and discussion section focuses on the relationships, power and trust theme 
(figure 6.2) which examines the supply chain relationships, ideas of powerless and control, 
and the impact of power on trust and agency within the farmer-processor dyad.. The 
Collaboration, Integration, Communication and Transparency (CICT) theme will also be 
briefly touched upon but further analysis of this theme can be found in chapter 7. 
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Figure 6.2: Relationship Related Barriers and Improvement Strategies in the NI Beef 
Supply Chain 
 
6.2.1. Supply Chain Relationships 
Many dyadic relationships exist in the NI beef supply chain namely, farmer- farmer, farmer-
processor, processor-processor, processor- retailer and retailer-farmer. In addition, each of 
these stakeholders will liaise and interact with government agriculture departments, as well 
as industry bodies, research bodies and lobby bodies. The farmer-farmer, farmer-processor 
and farmer- government relationship aspects are discussed throughout the main body of 
the results and discussion. Other dyads are briefly discussed below. 
 
6.2.1.1. Processor- Retailer 
These stakeholders viewed their relationship in a similar manner. While processors viewed 
the relationship to be sometimes difficult to manage, both recognised that the relationship 
is a collaborative partnership. While in the past, it would have been regarded as more 
adversarial, now it is believed to be a more trusting relationship with open communication 
with a healthy contention due to competing interests of the two companies. Processors still 
see retailers as holding the power in the relationship and power is viewed as relative and 
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dynamic; where supply and demand swing the power in favour of the buyer (retailer) or 
seller (processor) at any time. 
6.2.1.2. Processor- Government 
Both stakeholders viewed the relationship as enforcement/regulatory and strictly business 
rather than one of collaboration, whereby the government oversee slaughtering and 
processing activities on processing sites and intervene if required, but neither described the 
relationship as poor. However, the processor described frustrations at the pace of the 
government and indicated that they were slow at making decisions which can put a strain 
on the relationship. 
 
6.2.1.3. Processor-Processor 
Processors described a love-hate relationship among themselves. They stated that they are 
fiercely competitive when it comes to customer contracts and procuring raw materials but 
insisted that they work together on strategy pieces at a pre-competitive level, assisting 
each other with orders when required. However, they acknowledged the need for more 
collaboration between processors (horizontal) on the generic NI beef sell and policy issues.  
 
6.2.1.4. Retailer-Farmer 
The farmer believed that their relationship with the retailer to be non-existent or extremely 
poor and retailers acknowledged that they didn’t have a direct relationship with farmers 
(they rely on processors to bridge that gap). Retailers suggested that it’s difficult to engage 
with every farmer but recognised that they could do more. However, retailers argued that 
they do currently provide opportunities for farmers to engage with them via producer club 
meetings and agricultural shows. Retailers suggested that while some farmers make use of 
these events to engage with retailers, the majority have little interest in engaging with 
them, to understand the supply chain issues and are primarily concerned about getting 
more money. 
 
6.2.1.5. Relationships with research, industry and lobby bodies 
Research bodies are believed to have a good relationship with both processors and farmers 
in the NI beef industry. However, the much faster pace of the commercial world compared 
to research can sometimes create misunderstanding in the relationship. Furthermore, the 
confusion regarding where and who research bodies are aligned to, i.e. whether or not they 
are aligned to DAERA, creates suspicion about research bodies among farmers. With regard 
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to industry bodies, there is believed to be good engagement and communication in their 
relationship with both farmers and processors. 
 
Finally, with regard to the farming lobby body’s relationship with farmers, it is believed that 
farmers need to engage more with their representative body via committees to build the 
relationships. The farming lobby body and processing lobby body are believed to exhibit a 
love-hate relationship due to competing interests but mutual respect for the other is 
thought to exist. The lobby body in NI are viewed as forward thinking by retailers. The 
farming union stated that they are engaging more with retailers following the EU 
referendum result, however, there is still a degree of suspicion about the retailer.  
 
Analysis revealed that the farmer-processor relationship yielded the most interesting 
results, due to the adversarial nature of this relationship and the level of disagreement 
between the stakeholders on how aspects of the relationship were perceived. Therefore, 
this relationship will be the focus for the remainder of the chapter. 
 
6.2.2. Perceptions of Powerlessness and Control in the Farmer-Processor Dyad 
“…I think if I was being hitched to the Titanic or if I was being forced to steer the same 
course as the Titanic because I was in a wee boat being towed behind, I would like to be up 
on the bridge of the Titanic having a say. ‘Now, I think we’re going too fast now boys. I think 
we should be slowing down.’ But I’ll be down in the engine room of the Titanic shovelling 
the coal in and I’ll be the one that sinks, because the captain might get into the boat and get 
away… that’s the sort of analogy I feel.” (P05-F) 
 
In the above quote, one of our interviewee’s characterised his sense of powerlessness 
within the sector by outlining two perceived dimensions of power – an inability to ‘have a 
say’ proactively in the way the sector operates and the idea that when things do go wrong, 
the farmer is the most vulnerable stakeholders because of the perceived absence of 
alternatives (Tedeschi and Bonoma, 1972). The imagery of the bridge versus the engine 
room also implies the different status, hierarchy and even class that exists between farmers 
and processors. The feeling of powerlessness of farmers to act when there are problems is 
a recurring theme in a number of interviews. 
 
This sense of powerless is seen to arise from the perceived structural inequalities of market 
power within the Northern Irish sector: 
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“[In] England, Scotland you’ve a lot more competition…you’ve a lot more small factories 
whereas in Northern Ireland you’re now down to a handful of…big processors and they very 
much control the price…quantities…movements and specifications.” (P15-F) 
 
On the other hand, processors viewed power as a relative phenomenon but also saw power 
as being a factor of the structural inequality in their relationship with the retailer, as retailer 
decisions are driven by consumers, which then ultimately infiltrates back up the supply 
chain to the farmer. 
“The retailer…tells us the volumes they want and they’re dictating everything that we do, 
and…then gets fed back to the farmers. So if the orders go down, we don't want cattle…so 
we’re not going to pay for them so we just pull the price back. Whilst the farmer thinks that 
we have the power because we dictate the price, that price change is driven by demand 
[from the retailer and ultimately the consumer]”. (P30-P) 
 
Furthermore, from NI farmers’ perspective, the power differential between them and the 
processor was further reinforced structurally through processors’ collective power by their 
communal membership in Northern Ireland Meat Exporters Association (NIMEA) which is 
seen as giving processors more political clout on matters of policy and strategic business 
ventures. NIMEA’s political strength was perceived to be significantly greater than the 
Ulster Farmers’ Union (UFU), partly due having more resources and closer ties to the 
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) (referent power, see 
French and Raven, 1959). Farmers believed the processors’ closeness to DAERA enabled 
processors to instigate policy changes and award subsidies in their favour. Farmers 
perceived processors to also have greater political sway with DAERA because of their 
relative size, the tax revenues they generate and the local employment they offer 
compared to the UFU. 
“It's a political cat and mouse game half the time with them [processors]… I remember the 
BSE time, the whole big thing was how many jobs were lost, then all these grant subsidies 
came after that and the jobs were never really lost…the farmer unions should have more 
fight, more push in them. I'm in the union myself, but we don't have time.  It is a group of 
farmers together…we’ve no voice.” (P20-F) 
 
The structure of farmers within the UFU and the perceived economic and political clout of 
processors were used by farmers to explain the differential power structure within the 
Northern Irish beef sector. The processor had a different view; they believed that this 
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perception was simplified and a consequence of poor understanding among farmers. 
Processors argued that changes are strategic and were in response to the constantly 
changing environment. Additionally, they suggested that farmers also have a powerful 
lobby body in the UFU, and engagement of lobby bodies is part of the normal consultation 
process.  
“I think that's a very simplified view of life, and it's back to the bit where they don't 
understand, they just make up the gap in-between…But that isn't how it is. Those changes 
that go through are industry changes…so as a body there are things we need to change…All 
we're doing is reflecting the market, whatever the market is doing. The market is doing this 
all the time and all we're trying to do is chart our way through it.” (P28-P) 
 
The government also took this view on lobbying; “…their [UFU] input into policy is along 
with everybody else's input and it's all looked at collectively.” (P39-GLRIB). 
 
Farming respondents’ suggestion of how the structural advantage of processors is then 
exploited and power is often used explicitly and coercively, which is closer to Robicheaux 
and El-Ansary classic understanding of power (the more powerful the stakeholder, the 
greater the use of coercive power) than Blau’s. Farmers’ responses often contained 
conjecture and extrapolation. There was a sense that farmers were ‘filling in’ missing 
information or ‘joining the dots’ (as mooted to by processors), particularly when they were 
unable to articulate the specifics of how processors, for example, use their lobby power. 
This points to the idea, outlined in Emerson (1962), Gaski (1984), Fleming and Spicer (2014) 
and others, that perceptions of powerlessness may in certain circumstances be self-
reinforcing if they begin to structure action and response amongst weaker parties. If you 
believe your buyers to be all powerful and you perceive yourself to be powerless, this will 
have an impact on negotiation and bargaining strategy.  
 
Of course, such perceptions do not emerge in a vacuum. There is always a structural 
context, and many farmers identified perceived control mechanisms - including a variety of 
divide and rule tactics perceived to be used by processors- to embed weakness among 
farmers. For example, financial incentives were often thought to be offered on an individual 
basis to farmers who were able to provide a consistent supply of meat that met processor 
specifications. This perceived mechanism of individualised bargaining created mistrust, 




“…the meat plants always approach you outside the group…” (P20-F) 
 
This idea of one-to-one negotiation tactics meant farmers felt they received quite different 
deals from the processors, which forced farmers to compete amongst themselves, 
discouraging collective negotiation and the formation of farmer co-operatives. Processors 
admitted to offering incentives to producers that could supply cattle of consistent value 
and quality consistently, as it help ensure that product met specification and demand 
needs. The majority of cattle are believed to not currently meet the specification and 
supply is ad hoc, making meeting demand problematic at times. Processors regarded this as 
a legitimate business decision to encourage ‘in spec’ material, rather than an illegitimate 
move to discourage collectiveness among farmers.  
“There will be a base price plus for anything which is offering something that is presumed 
value or quality. Absolutely.” (P31-P) 
 
Processors suggested that presently, beef producer groups are simply collections of farmers 
pooling cattle of undesired and inconsistent quality, and the group consequently, disbands 
when the farmers’ anticipated improved returns are not evident. Processors believed this is 
why beef co-operatives have been unsuccessful. Processors felt producer groups could be 
more effective for farmers if the product they provided was of the desired quality, on a 
consistent basis. In addition, processors suggested that lamb groups have been more 
successful and fruitful as their members understand the need to provide lamb of the 
desired and consistent quality to receive enhanced financial return, rather than simply 
increasing lamb numbers.  
“…they're just going to get together and say that they have more cattle to sell…there's a 
handful of producer groups that have lasted, because they get the quality bit.  The lamb 
groups get it, they…pull the lambs, grade them and batch them…peas in a pod, bingo, I 
want a premium off you and you negotiate with them.” (P23-P) 
 
In addition, farmers did not feel they were in a position to negotiate with different 
processors if they were unhappy with the deal they received as collusion between 
processors prevented any form of countervailing power from farmers. 
“If Farmer X walked into Processor Y and said 'What will you give me, and I'll do a contract 
with you?' He has to get out of the contract he has with Processor Z and then Processor Z is 
going to lift the phone to Processor Y and he is going to say ‘…you're after taking a man of 
mine…it'll cost you.'…Processor Z owns the processing for any further processing that it 
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[offal] needs…it has to go to his place…if you don't tow the ball he could say 'I'm not talking 
your offal’.” (P16-F) 
Processors again perceived this as part of normal business operations. They indicated that 
farmers contacting alternative processors is part of the farmers’ normal operations to 
secure the best deal. They would accommodate farmers by providing the cattle price on 
offer at the present time, rather than processors actively attempting to lure farmers away 
from existing contracts or agreements with other processors. Processors argued that it is 
then up to the farmers whether they take the deal or not, rather than the processor 
backtracking on the deal as a result of anticipated consequences from the other processor. 
They stated that any potential consequences like the one illustrated above, can be dealt 
with via other selling avenues; “…we will get rid of the offal somewhere else.” (P27-P). 
 
“It probably wouldn't be as petty as that…farmers do move between processor to processor 
and, from our point of view, our procurement managers, they're not out actively trying to 
steal other people's cattle to cause an argument, but if a farmer rings up asking a price 
they'll be given a price and if they choose to come with their cattle, well then...that's the 
way it works.  But they're not out there on the road. ..’He’s a such and such man, I must get 
him to come...’ it doesn't work like that…” (P33-P) 
 
According to farmers, structural practices and tactics allowed processors to dictate prices 
through information asymmetries in the supply chain. Processors have access to cattle 
information via the Animal and Public Health Information System (APHIS) and through the 
practice of farmers registering cattle with processors at birth or purchase. This information 
is believed to allow processors to make projections of supply and demand and thus 
negotiate lower prices for cattle. Farmers seen processors importing cheaper stock as a 
mechanism to control local prices. Additionally, processors are believed to have used the 
threat of substitution in their negotiations with farmers to bargain price reductions. 
Farmers stated they’re unable to know if the threat is genuine or a bluff given their inability 
to access relevant information. 
“…I feel I have a blindfold on, because they [the processors] have access to APHIS and...can 
age profile the cattle in Northern Ireland…They [know] when there’s going to be a shortage 
in six months’ time so they can… avoid paying a high price for that six month shortage. I 




“…everybody knows whenever beef gets to… a certain price here, they’re [the processors] 
off to Poland or wherever to buy container loads of beef because they know that will keep 
us [farmers] suppressed at a level.” (P19-F) 
 Although these moves may not be part of a deliberate and orchestrated attack to ‘keep 
farmers supressed’ and more likely to be a reflection of the processors own competitive 
pressures, as illustrated below and was the conclusion of previous studies of Dutch pig 
meat farmers who expressed similar sentiments (Lindgreen, Palmer and Trienekens, 2005).  
“…we do for strategic reasons; around Christmas…you can't afford to be stuck.  You can't be 
held to ransom in December, you will have forward priced…[but] at least the sales guys can 
be sure they won't get penalised for under supply; the stock will be there. I've seen us hit 
Christmas and not to have killed half of them because the market [turned]…” (P23-P) 
 
Nevertheless, these perceptions reflected a certain amount of suspicion and an 
exaggerated tendency to regard the behaviour of others as if it were related to or targeted 
toward oneself (Fenigstein and Vanable, 2006).  These feelings of suspicion do however 
arise within a context of asymmetric power relations, and the particular form through 
which power is exercised. This all has an influence on how farmers experience, internalise 
and rationalise their influence and manoeuvrability within the sector: 
“…the processors are operating inside [outside] the gates now. I think they will be operating 
inside the farm gates as well, they will just have people working for them… They will own 
the cattle…They are taking control; it is all about control.” (P11-F) 
 
How farmers made sense of the power relations they experienced, impacts their ability to 
collaborate, resist and exercise power reactively and perceptions actually discouraged 
organisation and action. In this sense Gaski (1984, p.10) is right when he argues that power 
is a ‘…function of the perceptions of power bases on the part of the one subjected to the 
power or influence’ and suggests it maybe more correct to regard the perception of power 
itself as the source of power. Similarly, the power held by processors may be derived from 
farmers’ perceptions of constraints on their own agency or dependence upon an individual 
processor or group of processors (Emerson, 1962).  
 
6.2.3. The Impact of Power on Agency and Trust in the Farmer-Processor Dyad 
As previously discussed, the dominant view in the academic literature around supply chain 
management is that (coercive) power and trust are inversely related - as coercive power is 
exercised, trust in the supply chain decreases (Matopoulos et al., 2007). Our respondents 
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highlighted mistrust across three different relations: between farmers and processors, 
between farmers and government (DAERA) and between farmers themselves.  
 
Many farmers expressed mistrust towards processors and similar results were observed at 
a national level with a study by Fischer et al. (2007). Their study found high levels of 
mistrust for processors among UK beef farmers, which increased as coercive control was 
exerted by processors. This adversarial relation took on an almost apocalyptic tone in some 
cases as one farmer made clear.  
“Farmers do not trust them factories [processors]…I've heard them call them things I 
couldn't repeat. It’s unreal what people think of them…there has to be a bit more 
honesty…and if it doesn’t come I don’t know…what’s going to happen…[I] just can't handle 
them. They can do things that nobody else could do.” (P19-F) 
 
Alternatively, processors looked at the idea of mistrust more pragmatically. They suggested 
that mistrust was again a consequence of farmers not understanding the market, for 
example, pricing structures, but stated that that the mistrust of the processor will probably 
always exist among farmers. 
“There will always be a lack of trust. I can see why there would be a lack of trust…when you 
can't see why something is happening you would mistrust it... If you walked into a shop and 
one shop was selling…what you thought was the same TV, and it was 50 quid less than the 
other one, you'd say ‘he's trying to profit here…’ So when you don't understand pricing 
structures…it creates its own mistrust.” (P28-P) 
 
Many farmers recognised the importance of farmer co-operatives to increase their supply 
chain power and position, (see Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
2006; Fleming and Spicer, 2014 for discussion of benefits). Nitschke and O’Keefe (1997) 
stated the formation of such producer co-operatives require a great deal of trust to develop 
practice that avoids opportunism and reinforces mutual goals. However, results of this 
study suggested the processors use of (explicit or diffuse) power had an effect on farmers’ 
own sense of trust, collegiality and togetherness with each other. This lack of trust and 
collegiality among farmers may be rooted in the suspicion that their counterparts have 
been financially encouraged to function outside of the co-operative format by processors, 
as discussed previously. 
“The small mindedness of Northern Ireland farmers. Rather than helping somebody, they 
would cut their throat; that's the problem…If you did a deal with the dairy farmer they 
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would be think ‘oh my, they're worth more in XXX today!' And they just wouldn't stand over 
it, that's the problem.” (P13-F). 
 
Farmers also noted the presence of strongly individualist sentiments amongst other 
farmers which worked against the formation of co-operatives which might be able to 
wrestle back some control within the supply chain. Respondents mentioned the failure of 
co-operatives in the past due to farmer intransigence and an inability to organise 
collectively. 
“…Farmers are particularly bad at working together…we are very much individuals… we 
don’t work together well for our own benefit.” (P22-F) 
 
Farmers also expressed a mistrust of the government department, DAERA and their 
willingness to act in the farmer interests, related to the perception of processors’ ‘syndicate 
power’ to lobby DAERA as a greater force relative to the power of the UFU who lobby on 
behalf of farmers. Farmers believed the mistrust presents itself in both directions in that 
they also believed DAERA do not trust them as farmers. Farmers see over-regulation and 
the gold plating of regulations imposed on the farming community as evidence of that 
mistrust, albeit characterised by further suspicions about other farmers: 
“…they [government] don’t trust us one bit…I don't know, maybe there is some farmers that 
need watching, but there’s also some department officials that need watching as 
well…some of the schemes that they brought out to try and help farmers, like Jesus, the 
hoops you've to jump through.” (P19-F) 
 
Nevertheless, much of this mistrust of DAERA is derived from the farmer’s sense of 
powerlessness against and dependence on the ‘powerful’ processors. However, 
government maintained that regulations came out of necessity as a result of untrustworthy 
individuals, rather than farmers as a collective. Government and farmers actually agreed 
that the regulations were born as a result of individual actions.  
“Why did the regulation have to get there?...some of my friends are farmers and I wouldn't 
trust them as far as I could throw them. I'm sorry to say it but I wouldn't…the regulations, to 





However, farmers’ suggested that there will always be untrustworthy individuals 
throughout the supply chain but that shouldn’t mean everyone is tarred with the same 
brush; they see no place for ‘collective punishment’. 
 
Despite widespread recognition that collaborative agri-food relationships between supply 
chain stakeholders should be encouraged (Lindgreen and Hingley, 2003; Barratt, 2004; 
Fischer et al., 2008; Lindgreen et al., 2008; Fischer et al., 2009; Humphries and McCombie, 
2010; Agri-Food Strategy Board (AFSB), 2013), results indicated farmers believed poor 
collaboration to exist between farmers and processors (vertical) and among farmers 
(horizontal). These practices are viewed by farmers as personal ‘attacks’, rather than 
‘normal’ business operations in the competitive market place. These ‘normative’ or referent 
sources of power are more opaque and not immediately explicit, as Fleming and Spicer 
(2014) suggest. This referent power is more subtle and relates to farmers’ perceptions of 
‘the rules of the game’, their own agency with regard to what is and what is not possible, 
and what they can and can’t do within their section of the chain. These diffuse power 
structures have prevented farmers from organising themselves in a way (for example, 
farmer co-operatives) to countervail power exerted by processors. This being said, even if 
farmers could organise themselves in a way to countervail processor power, their efforts 
may be fruitless due to the processors apparent ability to utilise imports as and when 
required. What then emerges is form of pragmatic but resigned engagement drawn from 
their perceptions of what they believe they have to do in order to be accommodating, 
further disempowering the farmer. This also shapes the power relations in the sector and 
dictates relationship norms. Indeed it may be the case that power is simply ‘built into’ these 
supply chain relationships (El-Ansary and Stern, 1972) ensuring that some form of 
accommodation must be made to be ‘part of the game’. While there are perceptions of 
power derived from perceived structural inequalities and divide and rule tactics, the 
process of accommodation reflects itself in actual farmer behaviour, i.e. they 
accommodate by continuing to trade with processors. These kind of themes – pragmatism, 
resignation, accommodation – recurred in a number of farmer interviews. 
“I work with them [processors] very well and the rogues, they’re not really rogues, because 
you have to work with them. You can’t win every battle, that’s what farmers [do,] try to win 
every single battle and you can’t because there’s other times you have a battle going on and 




“I’d call… [the farmer-processor relationship] ‘midlin’. It means so-so, not great…[and that’s] 
based on less trust and transparency” (P15-F) 
 
The independence of farmers was discussed by processors and they suggested that the 
relationship they have with farmers is individualistic and therefore differs from farmer to 
farmer. This suggested that while some farmers may be able to work with processors and 
understand ‘the game’, the majority are less accommodating, less communicative and 
become almost resentful towards the processor when they see the processor ‘doing 
business’ in a way which they don’t understand. 
“It [the relationship] very much depends on the farmer…If you take the big guy…we have a 
decent…relationship with these guys, we're talking to them all the time…there is no time for 
any resentment to build up…But then you take quite a number of farmers who have very 
little contact...often the guys that give us the most stick are the guys that sell through the 
markets…we never hear from them…” (P29-P) 
 
It is evident the diffused power possessed by processors has consequences on both trust as 
well as agency. Perceived power effects trust among farmers, with processors and with 
government (DAERA). Mistrust prevents these stakeholders working cohesively together for 
the greater good. Farmers feel a sense of helplessness and a need to accommodate and 
resign to the powerful processor requirements in order to survive in the marketplace.  
 
Power structures exist both explicitly and diffusely within supply chain relationships but 
these results suggested it is power diffused in the normal environment that has a significant 
effect on supply chain functioning in the NI beef industry, particularly regarding the sense 
of suspicion that is created among farmers which prevent collaboration. Thus to address 
the situation, power in the supply chain needs to be acknowledged (Chicksand, 2015) and 
even accepted, in return for other benefits such as long term commitment, (Hingley, 2005; 
Chicksand, 2015), provided these assurances can be made. Approximately 80% of NI beef 
(and sheepmeat) produced serves the UK (inc. NI) market (DAERA, 2016), with the food 
retail market contributing a significant share to this due to their plight for UK/British origin 
beef. Therefore, these assurances already exist to an extent. Additionally, the impact of 
diffused systems of power in supply relationships needs to be studied so that the effects 
and consequences of diffused power can be better understood and ways of positive co-




One way to enhance collaboration in the beef industry lies with trust enhancement 
provisions and levering opportunities that may arise from more trusting exchanges 
between farmers and processors. Cuevas et al. (2015) suggested that trust can be built in 
asymmetric power relationships via goal congruence, leading to positive outcomes. Again 
these authors highlight the need for non-coercive power to maintain trust. Stakeholders 
recognised the need to improve collaboration in the supply chain, particularly between 
farmers and processors, through mutual understanding and appreciation of each other’s 
limitations and aspirations. Communication between farmers and processors is believed to 
be essential in helping improve trust by providing clarity and transparency. These themes 
are discussed later in more detail in chapter 7. 
“I think there's a huge piece of work in terms of communicating from the processor…to the 
producers to give them transparency to see, actually they're [processors] not 'doing us’, the 
market has collapsed…[there are] times the market has come down and you… bring it 
[price] down…you're only reflecting what the market does. It's just not very transparent, I 
think that's a big thing to improve upon…” (P28-P) 
 
That said, processors stated that it “…be two way…has to cut both ways...” (P29-P), 
indicating that the farmer too, must be willing to collaborate and communicate better with 
the processor in order for a more honest, trusting and transparent relationship to prevail. It 
is apparent that trust building is going to have to be a joint effort between farmers and 
processors with both willing to make changes to their current business exchanges in order 
to overturn supply chain dysfunctions. 
 
 In addition delivering reliability, keeping arrangements, understanding and education of 
requirements, exchanging of valuable information and fair pricing are other ways trust can 
be built into the supply chain interactions (Lindgreen, 2003, Suvanto, 2012). In order to 
build an effective trusting relationship with the processor farmers must be willing to 
surrender some of their independence (O’Keeffe, 1998).  
 
6.3. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to explore how diffused, embedded 
power in supply chain structures manifest perceptions of powerlessness and mistrust from 
the ‘ground up’ in the perceived weakest supply chain stakeholder- farmers. Farmers 
considered themselves to be powerless against powerful processors who have access to 
supply and demand information and have substantial political clout relative to them. 
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Farmers described a series of divide and rule tactics believed to be employed by processors 
including, offering financial incentives to individual farmers in return for consistent cattle 
supply. These practices reinforced the processors structural power and consequentially 
discourages the formation of farmer co-operatives further embedding weakness among 
farmers. The practices were viewed as orchestrated acts by processors to control and 
supress farmers, rather than ‘normative’ operations or as a result competitive pressures 
experienced by processors. Processors articulated these actions as part of normal 
operations in managing a competitive supply chain that must maximise opportunity and 
profit, even if only in the short term. How farmers understand the power relations 
experienced, debilitates their ability to collaborate and resist processor power or exercise 
countervailing power. A process of accommodation ensues whereby farmers resign 
themselves to play by ‘the rules of the game’ in order to remain ‘part of the game’.  
 
Based on the findings of this part of the study, the following recommendations are 
suggested: 
1. Farmers must seek to understand the workings of the beef supply chain better, in 
order to understand that the actions/ practices of processors (and other 
stakeholders) are not personal, but rather ‘normative’ and legitimate processes in 
response to competitive pressures; 
2. Processors and other relevant supply chain stakeholders must help to foster and 
contribute to improving farmer understanding on a much greater level through 
transparency and continued interaction; 
3. All supply chain stakeholders must continue to improve communication and 
transparency to encourage closer collaboration (vertical and horizontal) and better 
trust in the supply chain, particularly between farmers and processors, to prevent 
further relationship deterioration and if the supply chain is to achieve the Agri-Food 
Strategy Board goal of ‘uniting as one supply chain’. A clear, practical and feasible 
strategy on how this could be achieved is required; 
4. Farmers must see the benefit in working closer together to strengthen their 
position in the supply chain, not simply from a scale perspective but actually 
providing processors with what they require, i.e. a product that consistently meets 
the specifications and supply requirements. However, they must also trust each 
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7. Chapter Seven- Future Opportunities to Improve the Optimal Performance of the 
NI Beef Supply Chain 
 
7.1. INTRODUCTION 
Examination of stakeholder views regarding improvement opportunities for Northern 
Ireland (NI) beef supply chain performance is the focus of this chapter, with the view of 
understanding how the optimal performance of the NI beef supply chain can be improved? 
It will highlight the main opportunities as perceived by stakeholders and will also argue 
there is a need (or opportunity) for Collaboration, Integration, Communication and 
Transparency (CICT) among stakeholders in, in order to secure  future opportunities (aim 5). 
Data was collected as part of the four studies (studies 2-5) with various stakeholder groups 
using semi-structured interviews (n=56) and thematic analysis (see chapter 2). The first 
section will provide a brief overview of previous literature on improvement opportunities, 
before the results are discussed, followed by conclusions. 
 
7.1.1. Improvement Opportunities in the Beef Supply Chain: Considerations 
The high multiple factorial costs associated with beef production have been eluded to 
previously (chapter 3) and extensively reported (Reid et al., 1980; Gorton and Davidova, 
2001; Rodriguez et al., 2008; Angus et al., 2009; Bernués et al., 2011; Hocquette and 
Chatelliert, 2011; EBLEX, 2012; Hill, 2012; Howley et al., 2012; Agri-Food Strategy Board 
(AFSB), 2013; Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board (AHDB) Beef and Lamb, 
2015; Best, 2015; Kristkova and Coque, 2015; Hanrahan, 2016). Literature has suggested 
that the cost of feed represents the main production cost associated with cattle, especially 
in beef cattle, due to the low efficiency of converting feed into muscle (Reid et al., 1980; 
Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011), thereby impacting on the financial return for the farmer 
(Reynolds, Crompton and Mills, 2011). This has highlighted the importance of utilising 
pastures for feeding in order to control costs. Furthermore, pasture based production 
provides additional benefits that could be capitalised on, and used as an integral part of 
marketing beef. Pasture based production and proper grassland management practices 
have added extrinsic quality attributes such as, the preservation of biodiversity, 
conservation of the landscape, providing a lower carbon foot print (when compared to 
meal based production systems), and providing social benefits (Bernués et al., 2011; 
Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011). There is also evidence suggesting there are human health 
benefits afforded by grassland livestock production (Bernués et al., 2011), with strong 
demand for pasture fed animals, as it is perceived to improve animal health and welfare 
(Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011). 
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The benefits of genetic improvement in cattle have been widely documented. Work has 
focused on the selection of cattle for particular quality related traits, improvement in cattle 
health and environmental outcomes (for example, reduction in methane production) and 
improvement of efficiency of feed to muscle conversion so that less feed is required and 
therefore, reducing feed costs incurred and improving profitability (Archer et al., 1999; 
Cassar-Malek et al., 2007; Hocquette et al., 2010; Hocquette and Chatelliert, 2011; Basarab 
et al., 2013; Nielson et al., 2013; Plastow, 2014; Morrison, 2016; Plastow, 2016). Hocquette 
and Chatelliert (2011) made reference to precision farming in Australia. They suggested 
that Australian farmers know the cost of all aspects of production, use the best feed and 
ensure the best genetics are carried through, and that this type of farming should become 
the norm in Europe. This is particularly interesting considering previous references to the 
Australian system of beef production and processing, i.e. Meat Standards Australia (MSA), 
by stakeholders, indicating there may be several aspects of Australian beef industry that 
the NI beef industry could learn from.  
 
However, the aim of this chapter is not to examine the operational feasibility of these 
options in detail, but to argue that, future opportunities will only be viable if stakeholders 
work together to achieve them. Chapter 6 on relationships, power and trust briefly 
discussed the requirement for collaboration, but this chapter discusses this aspect in more 
detail. The results section will present the perceived opportunities, as well as the need for 
CICT for succeeding in opportunities. The discussion section will examine CICT in relation to 
the NI beef supply chain. 
  
7.2. RESULTS 
Of the 11 themes that emerged from the data (figure 7.1), the themes (highlighted by the 
red box (n=2)), ‘The Future’ and ‘CICT’ are the focus of this chapter. The Future theme 
focuses on the common perceptions, on a selection of the most prominent opportunities in 
the NI beef supply chain as viewed by stakeholders. CICT refers to the need or opportunity 
to improve Collaboration, Integration, Communication and Transparency across the supply 





Figure 7.1: Perceived Future Opportunities in the NI Beef Supply and the Necessity of 
Collaboration, Integration, Communication and Transparency (CICT) to Succeed in 
Opportunities  
 
7.2.1. The Future 
7.2.1.1. Improvement of Farm Efficiencies, Cost and Processes 
All stakeholders, including those at the farming stage, believed there to be significant 
opportunity to improve on farm operations with regard to efficiencies, cost and processes, 
with a view that improvement in these aspects would help enhance profitability. With 
regard to efficiencies, improvement in calving intervals (1 calf per year should be the 
aspiration) with earlier calving in heifers (first calf at 24 months) were suggested as ways to 
improve the efficiency on farms.  
“Instead of having everyone calving for the first time at 30 months…choose blood lines that 
will calve at 24 months and that will calve without trouble and that will be good mammies 
and have plenty of milk and good feed…But we’re a bit slow to catch on in the industry.” 
(P05-F) 
 
In addition, only keeping productive animals and not keeping a cow because “…she’s a very 
good cow” (P05-F), ensuring breed optimisation, for example, breeds that finish earlier, and 
not finishing animals beyond diminished returns were also suggested as ways of improving 
efficiency and reducing cost on farms. Furthermore, ensuring more efficient use of grass for 
feed was suggested. It was viewed that farmers currently are not utilising grass to its 
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maximum potential and are therefore, relying on bought in meal. This may be partly 
attributable to a lack of understanding of farmers on the full potential of grass or silage.  
“At a real producer level at the minute there's a major disconnect between grassland 
management and output.” (P44-Government, Research, Lobby and Industry Bodies (GRLIB)) 
 
It could be suggested that there is significant opportunity to educate farmers on the merits 
of good grassland management for production efficiency and cost. Furthermore, the 
benefits outside of cost should also be realised by farmers and consumers alike. In addition, 
it is believed more beef farmers need to adopt different grazing systems such as paddock 
grazing, similar to how dairy farmers graze cattle, whereby cattle are rotated in fields to 
ensure grass availability. Furthermore, it is believed NI farmers could learn from approaches 
or perspectives taken in other countries. 
“It’s rotational grazing, but it's hard rotational grazing. It would probably be fair to say that 
much of Western Europe has thought about beef production in relation to the animal, 
whereas Australia and New Zealand…have thought about it in terms of grass production. 
Rather than growing cattle they’ve thought about it as harvesting sunshine.” (P56-R) 
 
Earlier cutting of grass/ silage in the summer was also suggested as a mechanism to 
improve grass utilisation among farmers, so that a second cut could be completed prior to 
wintering of cattle, thereby reducing the reliance on meal and providing more grass for 
over the winter.  
“The beef industry could learn a lot from the dairy industry, silage quality and…earlier 
cutting dates to save meal usage and stuff.  There’s no doubt, there's a lot we can do within 
the farm year that can take costs out of the system.” (P55-GRLIB) 
 
It was also suggested that diversifying into mixed endeavour farming, for example, having a 
dairy herd that supplements the beef herd, or growing your own cereals to feed to cattle 
could help improve on farm costs, efficiency and resiliency, thereby increasing profitability 
and self-sufficiency. 
 
Improving economies of scale by lowering operating costs through employing larger 
operations, and the sharing of equipment, were also suggested as mechanisms to improve 
farm operations. However, the benefits in pursuing larger operations when beef 
consumption is declining, particularly in the home market, and where the small family farm 
model image is seen favourable and more socially acceptable, has been discussed 
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previously, (chapter 3). Therefore, the real benefit of simply increasing size of operations 
needs to be evaluated against utilising other avenues for efficiency and cost improvement 
on farms at an individual level. It is believed that farmers could take better advantage of 
services such as, benchmarking from Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural 
Affairs (DAERA), to help them improve efficiencies and reduce costs on individual farms. 
 
Finally, an improvement of processes and procedures carried out on the farm are believed 
to be important to help ensure the longevity of, and best practice in the beef farming 
enterprise. This was raised from concerns that the correct procedures and processes are 
not always followed by farmers, nor are they always caught and reprimanded for such 
offences. 
“…does a farmer always put the right tags in the right calf at birth, because of course 
they're all tagged before 28 days, aren't they?... And it's this business about there being no 
consequences for the guy who is actually doing it, because the dairy man is just selling a 
bunch of male calves…. Is he worrying too much about if that male calf actually came out of 
that cow? No, he's not, because there is no consequences for him.” (P41-GRLIB) 
  
7.2.1.2. Genetic Improvement for Efficiency and Eating Quality 
Stakeholders believed the future work in the beef industry should involve genomic 
programmes to improve the genetic base of cattle, so that they will be more efficient and 
provide the desired quality characteristics consistently. It was acknowledged that for this to 
be successful, there may be a need for more professional farming set ups, for example, 
professional calf producers, rearers and finishers, and more cohesion between stakeholders 
in the supply chain. Furthermore, it was suggested that breeds should be standardised with 
a focus on smaller native breeds such as Aberdeen Angus, which reach finishing weights 
earlier than larger and heavier continental breeds. 
“…some form of integrated beef chain has got to come through within that introduction of 
genetics to control and produce the right type of animal that gives you the fastest growth 
rates, produces the best quality beef, fulfils the specification and then it's one for one...” 
(P38-P) 
 
7.2.1.3. Rewarding Consistent Quality 
It was suggested that the Europe grading system is antiquated and doesn’t appropriately 
reward quality. It was questioned whether “…the premium discounts for different in-spec 
animals…are…sufficient to encourage better in-spec requirements.” (P44-GRLIB). At present, 
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only approximately one third of cattle slaughtered meet the specification requirements 
(Northern Ireland Meat Exporters Association (NIMEA), no date) therefore, it is believed 
there may be significant opportunity to alter the grading system to better encourage ‘in-
spec’ cattle, particularly in light of Brexit.  
“…definitely the right noise is being made to move us away from a payment structure based 
on the Europe grid... This is me thinking to myself, if we were going to do this and be cutting 
edge, we would do it on a meat yield by cut with guaranteed quality...So you'd be able to 
say ‘look, I can guarantee Mrs. Housewife you're getting a steak that's going to be 
guaranteed tender,’ and then it moves you away from pure commodity…” (P44-GRLIB) 
 
Some suggested that a new grading system could be focused on meat yield rather that 
deadweight, whereas others suggested that there should be a parameter for fat content. 
However, it was agreed that the measure should ultimately be based on some form of 
quality parameters, with the view that it should reward quality (on a decreasing payment 
scale) rather than on quantity, adding value back into beef. 
 
7.2.1.4. Improvement of Land Availability and Cost 
As land area ownership is typically small in NI, land is in short supply and expensive when it 
does become available. Stakeholders suggested that redistribution of land may help ease 
problems associated with small economies of scale. In addition, longer term renting leases 
as opposed to contract acre was also seen as an opportunity to alleviate problems 
associated with land in NI. Taxation of land that’s inherited was also believed to be a 
solution, as it may encourage the owner to sell the land, rather than hold onto it.  
“Say…you owned 100 acres and I rented it off you and you wanted to pass that on to the 
next generation, it would be passed on tax free…But I'd be renting that and I would never 
have a lot of security off that, whereas if you couldn't just pass that on tax free it would be 
more of an incentive for that land to…go on the market for sale or…lease agreement... 
Maybe it would make land a bit cheaper to buy…That is one thing that would help.” (P20-F) 
 
7.2.1.5. Dairy Herd Utilisation 
Stakeholders acknowledged an increasing reliance on the dairy herd to supplement beef 
supplies from the suckler herd. However, it was felt that there needs to be better utilisation 
of the dairy herd in order to make it viable in the long term. 
“I think that the dairy side of things now is beginning very slowly to realise that there is a 
value in the calves that aren't going back into the dairy herd…there are a lot of dairy 
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farmers out there who thought that they were doing the right thing with their calves, where 
in fact they weren't, so we've done a bit of a learning process with those guys…they have 
twigged now that there is a value to these calves…So I think we will see that side of things 
develop…” (P58-R) 
 
Stakeholders suggested a need for beef and dairy farmers to work together to ensure viable 
calves for beef production, for example, the use of sexed semen and artificial insemination 
of dairy cows with a viable suckler beef bull. That said, stakeholders acknowledged that in 
order for such partnerships to be successful, both the dairy farmer and suckler farmer must 
understand and experience the benefits. For the beef farmer this means, a viable and 
efficient calf for beef production and for the dairy farmer this means he is rewarded 
financially for the calf, and is therefore incentivised to invest in the calf’s health and 
wellbeing in the first few weeks of life. While the dairy herd is becoming increasingly 
important, stakeholders suggested that a proportion of the suckler herd should be 
maintained for land use purposes. 
 
7.2.1.6. Industry Driven Research and Development 
The need for long term Research and Development (R&D) in the beef sector, driven by 
industry related problems or bottlenecks was considered important by stakeholders. They 
felt this should be a collaborative effort between farmers, processors and research bodies, 
supported by government. They felt that Agri-Food Quest Competence Centre is the 
beginning of this.  
“The Competence Centre is…a fund that has brought 5 or 10 million in from invest NI and is 
allowing the industry to spend it themselves. That's a start, but realistically you would want 
Northern Ireland plc. saying here is the four problems that we have, this is what we're going 
to do about it…actually you may need people who are in the business, who are responsible 
for their own departments…[and] are…given a certain licence to try to do different things 
and it doesn't have to be completely controlled all the time.” (P29-P) 
 
However, it was felt by some stakeholders that there needs to be a greater understanding 
by the industry that research takes time. 
 
7.2.1.7. Growing Export Markets 
Stakeholders suggested that there is opportunity to grow export markets for NI beef, 
including EU markets, with additional opportunities in non EU markets. They believed there 
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to be significant opportunity in Asian, African and American markets for cuts and fifth 
quarter products that are less popular within the United Kingdom (UK), and would 
therefore help processors achieve carcase balance. Some stated that the more markets NI 
beef is in, the better the beef price would be, some of which could be returned to the farm 
gate. However, being part of the restricted export markets to UK origin beef was recognised 
as a barrier to this, but stakeholders stated that there was a pronounced need for industry 
and government to work together to gain access to currently restricted markets.  
“It [non EU markets] is a massive area of growth if we could get in there, if we could get the 
approvals, and that's where we talk about the government being too slow to react, but if we 
could get into China and Hong Kong and places like that, or out to the Far East…it definitely 
would help.” (P24-P) 
 
Furthermore, it was stated that there must always be careful consideration as to whether a 
prospective market for NI beef is of true benefit. In other words, if you are already 
maximising returns in the home market on a particular cut, then the benefit of exporting it 
across the world must be evaluated, particularly, when the export market may be difficult 
to hold onto in the long term and may be inconsistent.  
 
7.2.1.8. Growing Food Service Markets and Online Platforms 
Food service markets were regarded as an opportunity for growth in the NI beef sector, 
particularly by the processors. Furthermore, there was acknowledgement that online 
platforms such as, Amazon Fresh are becoming increasingly important markets to tap into. 
Both food service and online platforms were regarded as opportunities for the industry to 
grow their branded produce.  
“Amazon are not about a kind of brand, they're not about Amazon brand, they're just a 
logistics model moving product around most efficiently. They need brands in the 
background, they need a brand…[and] they will depend on that brand to market itself…I 
think that's a better angle, we'll [the industry] be more control. You can't be in control with 
the current model…” (P25-P) 
 
However, the difficulties of servicing a platform like Amazon Fresh (which is primarily 
concerned about efficient logistics) from NI, were recognised and represent a barrier for 
the NI beef industry in this arena. 
“…Amazon going into the fresh area, well you couldn't serve their depots easily from 
Northern Ireland because of the extra transport time and the risk of stock outs…so obviously 
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that had to be done in GB…where you know if you're packing in Manchester it’s going to be 
in London in 4 hours…” (P47-P) 
 
7.2.1.9. Collaboration, Integration, Communication and Transparency 
Several references were made to the necessity of collaboration among supply chain 
stakeholders in order to fully grasp the opportunities. Collaboration itself can be presented 
as an opportunity or aspiration for the future. 
 
It was recognised by all stakeholders that there needs to be much closer collaboration, with 
common goals and long term commitment in the supply chain.  
“…in the red meat side...we've have had this 'them and us.' So if things aren't working, the 
farmer tends to look at the processor or retailer and say ‘well, I'm not getting what I need to 
be able to run an efficient business’, and everybody is looking at everybody else in the 
supply chain, rather than actually thinking 'what could we all do together to try and improve 
this?' …it's…vital that as a retailer…we understand exactly what the challenges are… But 
then also, the other way up…producers understand what we're trying to do…” (P58-R) 
 
In particular, it is believed there needs to be closer vertical collaboration between farmers 
and retailers in order to gain mutual appreciation of limitations and goals at these supply 
chain stages. Despite concerns about independence, it was acknowledged that farmers 
must also work better together (horizontal collaboration), with the Business Development 
Groups (BDG) seen as an initial facilitator to this. In addition, farmers and government must 
also form tighter links. It was stated that processors need to collaborate more with each 
other for ‘Northern Ireland Plc’. It is believed that closer collaboration both vertically and 
horizontally could help improve supply chain efficiency, as well as leverage new 
opportunities. However, it was recognised that change through collaboration will be “…a 
slow burn…” (P39-GRLIB), but addressing the issues were seen as a first step. 
 
While it is believed integration is an important consideration for the future of the NI beef 
sector, integration, (see section 1.1.14. in chapter 1 for explanation) to the extent of the 
poultry industry is not thought to be the solution. With regard to vertical arrangements, 
stakeholders stated that BDGs provided a positive platform for vertical linkages in the beef 
supply chain. More horizontal approaches to integration, particularly at farm level were 
considered as more valuable. For example, beef and dairy farmers working together (as 
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mentioned previously), or several rearing farms supplying one finishing farm with similar 
cattle, that’s contracted to a processor.  
“There is definitely an awful lot of room for an increased level of integration and 
cooperation up and down the supply chain… You have all these little farmers raising 17 to 
20 suckler cows, if their calves were all born in a close window together……[all] AI-ed with 
the same bull…so you had a similar group of calves at the same age, similar spec, coming 
into me… and then there was a contract…for me to supply them into a meat plant…” (P06-F) 
 
Both farmers and processors expressed favour towards contracted arrangements, based on 
the experience of such arrangements that already exist (Aberdeen Angus, Hereford and 
Blade schemes). Furthermore, the sharing of machinery between farms, more birth to beef 
systems and rearers and finishers working more formally together to produce ‘desirable’ 
cattle were also considered as horizontal opportunities. Producer co-operatives were also 
suggested as a horizontal approach, but concerns around commitment and mistrust among 
farmers were raised. Some level of Integration/coordination is thought to benefit the 
supply chain in terms of controlling costs, improving the product and helping forage closer 
and more transparent and communicative relationships in the supply chain. 
 
An improvement in communication along the length of the supply chain to aid 
understanding of different stakeholder perspectives, limitations and goals was considered 
important by stakeholders. In particular, communication at the farmer-processer and 
farmer- retailer interfaces warranted significant improvement, with regard to 
communicating changes to policy, specifications, what the consumer wants/needs and 
helping farmers understand how the market operates. 
“I think there's a huge piece of work in terms of communicating from the processor…to the 
producers to give them transparency to see, actually they're [processors] not 'doing us’, the 
market has collapsed…[there are] times the market has come down and you… bring it 
[price] down…you're only reflecting what the market does. It's just not very transparent, I 
think that's a big thing to improve upon…” (P28-P) 
 
However, it was acknowledged by stakeholders that communication must “…be two 
way…[it] has to cut both ways.” (P29-P).  
BDGs were considered a mechanism that could help foster better communication among 
farmers, and between farmers and processors and government. More effective 
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communication between farmers and their unions was also considered important to convey 
messages. Ultimately, the way information is communicated along the supply chain was 
considered important in ensuring that information is received and understood by 
stakeholders. Better communication in the supply chain is believed to be beneficial in 
fostering closer and more trustworthy relationships and collaboration. 
 
An increased level of transparency in the supply chain was suggested by stakeholders. 
Farmers stated that more formalised arrangements would help improve transparency in 
relation to pricing and costs, but they also raised concerns that they couldn’t trust 
processors to honour arrangements. Equally, processors believed there to be a need for 
improved transparency between them and retailers with regard to forecasting, pricing 
negotiations and costs, and suggested greater transparency would create more open and 
honest relationships. That said, GRLIB highlighted the hypocrisy in transparency when they 
stated:  
“…the farmer’s impression is that ‘oh, the guy next to me is making a lot of money,’ … and 
while the processor is very keen to know what the farmer makes, the farmer will never know 
what a processor makes. So that’s transparency.  Do you think the supermarkets will tell you 
what they make?... and until you start sharing a bit of that information…as to what it’s 
likely to be to get some idea of what is a reasonable cost [is]…” (P40-GRLIB) 
 
While this level of transparency may be an aspiration rather than a reality, increased 
transparency in the NI beef supply chain is still considered essential, for example, feeding 
the appropriate quality and performance related information back to the farmer, in order 
to improve clarity and understanding among supply chain stakeholders. 
 
7.3. DISCUSSION  
Inefficiency and unprofitability in beef herds in NI has been previously reported by The Red 
Meat Industry Task Force (McCann and Colhoun, 2007), and current on farm practices are 
considered as drivers to inefficiency and unprofitability in beef production systems, as 
eluded to in chapter 3. The benefits of implementing suggested outlined opportunities, 
relating to improving farm practices for better efficiency, cost reduction and financial 
return in livestock systems, have been extensively reported in publications, and by relevant 
supportive, research and industry functions in NI and further afield (DAERA, no date; Amer 
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at al., 2001; Diskin, Kenny and Fisher, 2014; Mullan et al., 2014; Bailey, 2016; Titterington et 
al., 2017). For example, low input and self-sufficient production systems are reported to 
have lower production costs (Bernués et al., 2011), which ultimately should lead to 
improved returns, and evidence suggested that this is something the NI beef farming sector 
could benefit from significantly. Specifically, improving utilisation of grass based pastures to 
reduce feedings costs, and improving the genetic base of cattle so that cattle with better 
feed conversion efficiency are produced and will better produce a product which meets the 
needs of the consumer cohort, were perceived to be viable opportunities to advance the 
sustainability and profitability of livestock systems in NI (Morrison, 2016). However, the 
impact of grass based feeding regimes on human health would need to be scientifically 
quantified for grass fed cattle in NI, particularly over the winter months where cattle may 
be fed on conserved silage (and animal feed) rather than on ‘fresh’ grass.  
 
7.3.1. Importance of Working Together in Opportunities 
Rewarding quality, improving land availability, better utilisation of the dairy herd, industry 
driven R&D and growing export markets, as well as food service and online platforms were 
also highlighted as additional opportunities by stakeholders. However, the one thing all 
these opportunities have in common is that they require the whole supply chain to 
cooperate and work together to make successes out of these opportunities. For example, 
R&D driven by industry requires both farmers and processors to work together to identify 
their problems and bottle necks, and then work with research institutions to solve them. 
Likewise, better utilisation of the dairy herd and improving the land situation requires buy 
in from farmers, not just processing. Furthermore, helping farmers understand the 
processors requirements in terms of what is desired in order for it to be rewarded, and 
growing food service and online platforms with branded produce (the importance of which 
was highlighted previously in chapter 5), all require the total supply chain, including, 
farmers, processors, retailers and government to work together. This chapter argues that in 
order to fully grasp opportunities, stakeholders must be willing to collaborate, integrate (to 
an extent), communicate and be transparent with one another.  
 
Barratt (2004) explained that collaboration helps foster more opportunities for 
improvement of the supply chain, which could be measured by increased profitability and 
competiveness. He also suggested that collaboration has several elements: a collaborative 
culture, trust, mutuality, information exchange for transparency, communication and 
understanding and openness, and honesty (Barratt, 2004). This demonstrates the 
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connectivity between elements of collaboration, communication and transparency in the 
supply chain. Furthermore, ‘integrated engagement’ of all supply chain stakeholders has 
been suggested as a way of creating resiliency in the supply chain (Manning and Soon, 
2016). 
 
However, it has been suggested that supply chain fragmentation can create imbalances, 
impacting on trust between stakeholders, thereby weakening supply chain collaboration 
(Lindgreen, 2003; Lindgreeen, Palmer and Trienekens, 2005; Fischer et al., 2007; Fischer et 
al., 2009). Fragmentation is particularly problematic in NI beef operations, specifically at the 
farm level where there are large numbers of small farms, coupled with small numbers of 
large processors. In addition, the complexity of the beef supply chain exhibits a further 
hurdle, as the more stakeholders and stages involved, the more information exchanges 
become complicated and problematic, thereby hindering collaboration (Matopoulos et al., 
2007). It has been suggested that organisations should focus attention on a few strategic 
and close collaborators that are deemed critical (Lambert, Cooper and Pagh, 1998; Barratt, 
2004; Duffy and Fearne, 2004). It will therefore become increasingly important that 
processors form closer relationships with fewer farmers, so that opportunities can be fully 
grasped. Collaboration with a small number of key farmers will help reduce the variability in 
production and encourage a consistent product in line with demand. Further down the 
chain, it will be important that retailers continue to work with processors on long term 
strategic plans, in order to meet consumer demands and needs in relation to beef products, 
and in the implementation of potential opportunities. For example, improving the genetic 
base of cattle will take commitment from all the supply chain. Retailers must be able to 
commit to desired quality as informed by consumers, processors must be able to provide 
the product of desired specification and drive the farmer to invest in genomic programmes, 
so that meat of the desired quality and specification suit the end market requirements.  
 
7.3.1.1. Communication in Collaboration 
Communication was also deemed necessary for successful collaboration by Barratt (2004), 
and further studies have identified communication as the most important contributor to 
sustaining collaborative relationships in food supply chains (Fischer et al., 2009; Reynolds, 
Fischer and Hartmann, 2009). However, these studies were carried out in pig and cereal 
supply chains. Cereal is a completely different commodity to beef, and pig chains tend to be 
more vertically integrated than beef supply chains. Therefore, the results should be 
considered tentatively. Nevertheless, this has highlighted the benefits of effective 
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communication for collaboration in the NI beef supply chain, the need for which was 
identified by participants. A study investigating relationships in the Australian beef sector 
identified communication as important in supply chain performance (Juan Ding et al., 
2014). Fischer et al., (2008) suggested that the sharing of information makes beneficial 
supply chain outcomes possible, and supply chain risk can be reduced with transparency 
between supply chain stakeholders (Christopher and Peck, 2004). The act of communicating 
information enables and embeds transparency among stakeholders in the supply chain.  
 
7.3.1.2. Trust and Transparency 
As mooted to by Barratt (2004), trust among stakeholders is also a basic requirement in 
collaboration. It is important to ensure stakeholders invest and participate in joint 
opportunities to gain competitive advantage (Elg, 2003; Lindgreen, 2003; Suvanto, 2012). 
Trust in the supply chain is based on the ability to deliver reliability, understand 
requirements, exchange information (communication and transparency), and keep 
promises/agreements, (Suvanto, 2012). However, the lack of trust in the NI beef supply 
chain, particularly between farmer and processor is problematic. This may be due to the 
perceived power differentials (chapter 6), and opportunistic behaviour to gain fleeting 
victories and rewards, as consequence of competitive pressures. This highlights, the 
practical difficulties in trusting exchanges in the NI beef supply chain. 
 
A consequence of opportunistic behaviour is the failure of collaborative alliances (Parkhe, 
1993; Zeng and Chen, 2003; Hoskisson et al., 2008), which further reduces trust and 
communication and therefore, collaboration (Kähkönen and Tenkanan, 2010) in the supply 
chain. However, trust can also reduce the likelihood of opportunistic behaviour and 
increase the profitability of the supply chain (Lindegreen, 2003). An enigma exists in the 
literature, whereby trust creates collaboration but collaboration also creates trust, 
suggesting that collaboration and trust are mutually exclusive, therefore contributing an 
additional perspective to collaboration theory. It could be suggested that the transparency 
created from effective communication among supply chain stakeholders could enhance 
trust, which thereby improves collaboration in the supply chain. The need to improve 
communication up and down the supply chain was recognised by stakeholders.  
 
7.3.1.3. Mutuality and Goal Congruence 
This raises the question; what is the starting point for NI beef industry to help improve 
meaningful collaboration? Firstly, supply chain stakeholders must be bought into the 
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benefits of ‘doing something’ and understand the benefits of collaboration (Spriggs, Hobbs 
and Fearne, 2000; Hartmann, 2008), and this is particularly important at the farming stage, 
due to the diversity that exists among farmers. This exemplifies the importance of 
leveraging opportunities with only meaningful and two way strategic collaborators. To ‘buy 
into something’ means that the proposed opportunity must have mutuality for 
stakeholders involved. However, the poor communication, information sharing, 
cooperation and trust that presently exists in the NI beef supply chain may be problematic 
in goal congruence (Wisner and Tan, 2000).  As highlighted in chapter 6, goal congruence 
has been suggested as a mediator for trust building and a sense of collective purpose 
among stakeholders (Cuevas, Julkunen and Gabrielsson, 2015). This highlights the 
important role goal congruence and mutuality can play in trust building, and foster 
cooperation and vertical and horizontal collaboration in the NI beef supply chain. Long term 
strategic (and vertical) alliances in the supply chain (farmer to processor to retailer) are 
believed to be a source of competitive advantage (Holweg et al, 2005; Braziotis and 
Tannock, 2011), that could help the NI beef industry grasp and excel at the opportunities 
outlined.  
 
7.4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This chapter highlighted various opportunities that could be grasped by the NI beef 
industry, including the improvement of farm efficiencies and practices, the genetic base of 
cattle and the growing export markets and targeting online platforms. Additionally, systems 
that reward quality and industry driven R&D were suggested as opportunities for the future 
in the NI beef industry. These opportunities were viewed as prospects to improve the 
profitability and performance of the sector, therefore improving the competitiveness and 
resiliency of the sector. However, it is believed these opportunities will only be possible and 
be capitalised on if there is much closer collaboration among supply chain stakeholders and 
within each stakeholder node. Input and ongoing support from each stakeholder would be 
required for these opportunities to be viable and successful. Vertical integration to the 
extent of the poultry industry was not believed to be the mechanism for closer 
collaboration; greater value was seen in horizontally coordinated or integrated approaches, 
for example, producer co-operatives or rearers and finishers working more formally 
together to produce ‘desirable cattle’. For closer collaboration to be successful, more 
effective communication up and down the supply chain is believed to be required to enable 
and embed transparency in the NI beef industry. Effective communication and transparency 
for goal congruence will embed and improve trust in the supply chain, thereby enabling 
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more natural collaborations among stakeholders, so that prospective opportunities can be 
grasped.  
 
Based on the findings of this chapter, the following recommendations are suggested: 
1. In order for perceived opportunities to be successful, all supply chain stakeholders 
and particularly farmers, must be involved from the onset to understand and 
appreciate the value of the opportunity for their respective supply chain stage; 
2. Processors should continue to build strategic alliances with key collaborators at 
farm level; 
3. The NI beef industry must continue to improve communication and transparency 
between all supply chain nodes. However, this must be multilateral between 
farmers, processors and retailers, with government, research, lobby and industry 
bodies feeding in where appropriate, so that trust can be built for effective long 
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8. Chapter Eight- Use of an Action Research Technique to Facilitate a Collaborative 




On 22nd February 2017, a selection of participants and representation (n=22) from the 
Northern Ireland (NI) beef supply chain were invited to take part in a workshop (aim 6). 
Invitees were from farming, processing, government, research, industry bodies, lobby 
bodies and retailing nodes of the NI beef supply chain. Following the presentation of results 
findings (see appendix 5 for presentation), a facilitated discussion followed. The session 
was organised to present study results back to the stakeholders, showing stakeholders 
where there was agreement and disagreement between them, as highlighted in previous 
chapters. The main themes of the presentation included: 
1. Farming barriers 
2. Processing barriers 
3. Government barriers 
4. Retailing barriers 
5. External barriers of the environment 
6. Marketing barriers 
7. Painting the NI picture 
8. Supply chain relationships 
9. Protected Geographical Indication  
10. Collaboration, Integration, Communication and Transparency and 
11. Future Opportunities 
 
In order to do this effectively, elements of a methodology called Action Research were 
employed, with the view that the workshop could be regarded as the first steps of 
collaboration to solving a collective action problem, i.e. overcoming the identified barriers. 
The remainder of this introduction will focus on explaining the purpose of the workshop 
with facilitated discussion, followed by how an action research methodology can help 
achieve collective action/collaboration. An analysis of the conversations will then be 
presented, followed by a discussion section on role of the workshop in leveraging collective 
action/collaboration, taking into account some of the barriers regarding social learning and 
social capital that should be considered. A short section on the need for collective 




8.1.1. Information Feedback and Discussion Workshop: Purpose and Considerations 
The ultimate purpose of the workshop was to report results of the studies and gain 
necessary feedback and judgement from a range of participants and representatives of the 
industry and government, on the perceived barriers and opportunities identified in the NI 
beef supply chain (Skutsch and Hall, 1973). Complicated and multifactorial problems 
require a range of expertise from different disciplines according to Cooley (1994), 
therefore, having a variety of experts involved in the workshop was necessary.  
 
The workshop aimed to achieve triangulation of findings from interviews with NI beef 
industry stakeholders (studies 2-5), by presenting the results to obtain 
stakeholder/participant validation. Furthermore the workshop aimed to facilitate a group 
discussion on how the industry moves forward in light of the findings, and observe how the 
NI beef supply chain stakeholders interact in a practical group environment. A group 
discussion encompasses a critical conversation and exchanging of views/opinions about a 
chosen topic or topics, enabling participation of all members and emphasising the 
importance of process (consideration of ideas), rather than product (completion of specific 
tasks) (Community Toolbox [Chapter 16], 2016). Our format of presenting results before the 
discussion provided a natural platform for the discussion topics to be addressed. 
 
The flexible format of group discussion as a means of disseminating and deliberating 
research findings is a distinct advantage. Additionally, the process is iterative in nature 
whereby participants have the opportunity to listen to and understand others viewpoints, 
and challenge and re-evaluate their own thoughts and opinions. On the other hand, group 
discussion formats where close commercial rivals are together can be a hindrance to the 
discussion, where participants may not fully engage or divulge their thoughts honestly in 
the presence of their competitor. Additionally, personalities may influence group 
discussion, where those with stronger personalities potentially dominate the discussion. 
However, the use of a well-trained facilitator (as was the situation in our discussion) helps 
to prevent this from occurring. The use of an external and neutral facilitator ensures 
communication and feedback is done in an organised manner. 
 
When discoursing multifactorial and complex issues, group discussion can be subjective and 
opinion led. It is therefore, important to use experts with opinions based on experience and 




A version of the Delphi technique has the potential to leverage group discussion, however, 
is was an unsuitable method for our workshop as it involves several iterations which could 
not be facilitated by this workshop (see Dalkey, 1967; Turoff, 1970; Linstone and Turoff, 
1975; Skutsch and Hall 1973; Sobaih, Ritchie and Jones, 2012). Additionally, the nominal 
group technique, another group discussion method, involves repeated voting to reach 
consensus, which again was not possible or desirable with this workshop (see Van de Ven 
and Delbecq, 1971; Delbecq, Van de Ven and Gustafson, 1975; Delp et al., 1977; Horton, 
1980; Brahm and Kleiner, 2002; Langford, Schoenfeld and Izzo, 2002; Boddy, 2012).  
Instead, a process of action research was deemed more appropriate. This is discussed more 
below. 
 
8.1.2. What is action research and why use it? 
Originating from the work of Lewin in 1946 (Grønhaug and Olson, 1999), action research 
can be described as ‘…a democratic and participative orientation…bring [ing] together 
action and reflection, theory and proactive, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues…’ 
(Bradbury, 2015, p.1). It is described as a collaborative approach involving partnership and 
participants, aiming to bring about positive action-ability, change and impact, by 
encouraging reflection on past issues but focusing on the here and now (Berg, 2004; 
Bradbury, 2015). As stated previously, the role of the workshop was to disseminate and 
discuss research findings among participants and representatives, with the aim of helping 
to forage collective working and shared commitment to move towards change in the NI 
beef industry (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003; Berg, 2004). Action research 
does not separate understanding and action, but rather argues that only through action is 
understanding possible (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). 
 
Action research involves a range of techniques, including both qualitative and quantitative 
methods and is suited to complex contexts, where what to do ‘best’ is part of the discussion 
and negotiations (Bradbury, 2015). Bradbury (2015) stressed that there is no single correct 
formulation of action research, and that it is emerging and developing, illustrating its 
flexible and iterative nature. Berg (2004) suggested that action research is one of the few 
research processes that embraces participation, reflection, empowerment and liberation in 
the groups (or people) that want to improve the current situation. It involves subjects 
known as both participants and contributors to the research (Berg, 2004). This is 
particularly true in our case where the majority of attendees were both contributors (in the 
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capacity of interviewees) and participators (non-interviewees but relevant stakeholders 
contributing to the discussion). 
 
Challenges within action research exist, particularly when compared directly to traditional 
objective experimental research. Within action research there is only a limited amount of 
control measures than can be implemented, and this limits the means of measuring cause 
and effect due to an inability to implement control factors and randomisation (Grønhaug 
and Olson, 1999). This being said, there are significant merits of action research also, 
namely that it focuses on real-life issues and change, and fosters collaboration among 
participants and between participants and the researcher (Grønhaug and Olson, 1999) as 
eluded to previously. 
 
According to Berg (2004), there are four distinct stages in action research. In this chapter, 
our reference to action research is encompassed within stage 4; the sharing of results with 
participants.  
 
1) Identifying research question (Pre-data collection) 
2) Gathering information (Data collection: Stakeholder interviews) 
3) Analysing and interpreting information (Thematic Analysis of interviews) 
4) Sharing results with the participants (Workshop: Presentation and Discussion) 
 
Setting the challenges aside, action research (and in particular, stage 4) was deemed an 
appropriate platform or method to use for the dissemination and discussion workshop. The 
purpose of the workshop was to use participants of the research, in addition to other 
representatives. It was intended to support collaboration among research and industry, as 
well as among industry participants, to reflect on historical multi factorial and complex 
issues, but also to discuss the future of the NI beef industry in light of the results presented. 
Action research, therefore was the obvious choice. 
 
8.1.3. Contextualising Action Research, Collective Action (Problems) and 
Collaboration. 
Before going any further, it is important to contextualise the ideas of action research, 
collective action and collaboration. Previously, the idea that action research embraces the 
idea of bringing together orientations (or groups of people) in the pursuit of practical 
solutions to issues was presented. Collective action can be defined as ‘…the action taken by 
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a group…in pursuit of members’ perceived shared interests’ (Scott and Marshall, 2009, p. 
96). Quite simply, as illustrated in chapter 1, collaboration refers to vertical and/or 
horizontal stakeholders coordinating joint activities that they are somewhat invested in. 
D’Amour et al. (2005, p. 116) described the term ‘collaboration’ as ‘…the idea of sharing 
and implies collective action oriented toward a common goal.’ 
 
In other words, action research is the practical solution to fostering the recognition of 
collective action problems within a group, which then require action (or collaboration) by 
the relevant parties against the (collective action) problem via a common goal. Therefore, 
in this context and considering the underlying literature presented, inferences to collective 
action and collaboration are one of the same thing, i.e. there’s a (collective action) problem 
that requires (collective) collaboration. Authors in this area often infer collective action and 
collaboration synonymously (Hardy, Lawrence and Grant, 2005; Thomson and Perry, 2006; 
Scholz, Berado and Kile, 2008;), and Schola, Berado and Kile (2008, p. 24) express that ‘A 




This section describes the procedures involved in the dissemination and discussion 
workshop.  
 
Following analysis of data collected from a variety of stakeholders using semi-structured 
interviews, a feedback session was organised for participants and delegates from the range 
of disciplines, including farming, processing, retailing, government, industry bodies, 
research institutions and lobby bodies. The feedback workshop involved two main stages: 
1) Presentation and dissemination of results 
2) Facilitated discussion  
 
The evening commenced with a tea and coffee reception to welcome attendees to the 
event and to encourage interaction among the interdisciplinary peer set. Following on from 
the welcome reception, attendees were invited to take their seats for the formal 
presentation. A range of results related to stakeholder perceptions were presented. The 
presentation lasted approximately 1 hour and 15 minutes with staggered opportunities for 
questions at key points during the presentation. Two independent researchers took 
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detailed notes during Questions & Answer (Q&A) sessions, as recommended by Berg 
(2004). These notes can be found in appendix 6. 
 
On completion, attendees moved to the dining room for dinner where a discussion 
facilitated by an external and neutral facilitator was conducted between different courses. 
The use of an external facilitator provided more structure to the discussion but also 
provided a separation between participation and facilitation, allowing participants to fully 
engage in the discussion without having to facilitate it (Broome and Keever, 1989). There 
were formal opportunities for discussion which involved all people at all tables; the first 
one focusing on what attendees believed would be the triggers for change in the industry. 
The latter discussion concluded with thoughts and opinions on what the industry can do to 
improve the situation/instigate changes. Throughout these two formal discussion points, 
notes were taken by experienced colleagues. During the dinner courses there was also 
informal discussions at each table, however, these could not be captured in totality. 
Following dinner, the evening concluded. Subsequently, the presentation was circulated to 
attendees who requested a copy and return emails from the attendees suggested interest 
in moving forward and pursuing further research opportunities in this area.  
 
8.3. RESULTS  
An analysis of the conversations during the two discussion sections are presented below. 
 
8.3.1. What are the triggers for change? 
8.3.1.1. Crisis (or opportunity) 
Participants identified several triggers for change in the beef industry as illustrated in figure 
8.1. Ultimately, a crisis (or opportunity) is seen as the trigger for collaborative change in the 
industry. Historically, the beef industry has come together and gone through massive 
change at times of huge crisis out of necessity, such as Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy 
(BSE) in the 1990’s and Foot and Mouth (FMD) in the early 2000’s.  
“In a crisis, the beef industry is good and collaboration works. We need that kick.” 
Industry believed that they are heading towards a crisis or may already be at the midst of it, 
and recognised the need for the industry to change quickly. 





Figure 8.1: Triggers for Change in the NI Beef Industry Discussed by Workshop Attendees 
(described in more detail below). 
 
8.3.1.2. Brexit 
The exit of the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union (EU) (so called ‘Brexit’) was 
presented as a significant trigger or catalyst for change in the beef industry. One participant 
referred to Newtown’s Second Law of Motion, and suggested that Brexit is the outside 
force that will create significant change in the industry.  
“Newtown’s second law of motion states that an object [the NI beef industry] will stay the 
same unless it is acted upon by an outside force [Brexit].” 
 
Overall, the UK government is thought to be unconcerned about agriculture, as it’s not high 
on their political agenda and participants expressed concern over the potential implications 
of the 25 year food and farming plan (from the Department of Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs’ (DEFRA)26 27) on NI. Participants believed that the current UK government 
(Conservative government) are not committed to agriculture and in light of Brexit, will 
sacrifice UK agriculture as a whole, in favour of trade deals concerning financial services 








with other countries. As a consequence, food may have to be imported rather than locally 
produced in the UK. This is considered particularly problematic for NI as the agri-food 
industry is of massive economic importance. Furthermore, if UK food is exported to 
elsewhere in the EU, it may also be subject to tariff barriers, making exporting commercially 
unviable. The potential removal of EU subsidies as a consequence of Brexit was also 
highlighted, however, it was suggested subsidy reduction or removal of subsidy could be 
seen as an advantage, as it would force changes among the farming community.  
 
8.3.1.3. Long term unprofitability 
The continued long term unprofitability across the NI beef sector was considered a trigger 
for change, particularly in light of the potential outcomes of Brexit. Participants suggested 
an absolute need to explore means of improving profitability in the supply chain. Policy 
changes, improvement to efficiencies and improving market access were highlighted as 
credible means of improving profitability.  
“Brexit changes increase economic pressure and demands a sharper focus. We need to ask 
where the potential to increase profitability is…At farm level, the main barriers are 
depreciation and farm machinery…The machinery policy and management are 
ridiculous…The issue is farmer efficiencies.” 
 
“Access to key markets is essential…the single market has its challenges. We shouldn’t just 
focus on farmers.” 
 
8.3.1.4. Commodity no more 
Discussions revealed that, in the industry, beef has continued to be traded and seen as a 
commodity, but participants understood that this is no longer a viable option in the future, 
particularly if Brexit results in the importing of beef from other global countries.  
“…[it’s] so important [that] imports don’t take over…I don’t think South American will 
compete on more than mince and burgers.” 
They recognised the need to understand what the consumer wants (consumer insight) 
when providing a product, to provide quality for a price, i.e. “…it’s price for quality, if it was 
just price [consumers] would be just eating chicken...”, in order to compete on a platform 




8.3.2. What can the industry and government do to improve the situation/instigate 
change? 
Figure 8.2 illustrates six different ways the industry and government could improve the 
situation or instigate changes. 
 
Figure 8.2: Possible Ways to Improve the Current Situation/ Instigate Changes in the NI 
Beef Industry as Discussed by Workshop Attendees (described in more detail below). 
 
8.3.2.1. Widen the Conversation 
Participants indicated that the primary and immediate objective for improving or instigating 
changes was to expand the conversation outside the meeting, to a wider industry audience 
to help drive changes on a larger level. One participant spoke of a frog being heated up 
slowly in water (it doesn’t realise) vs a frog being placed in already boiling water (it jumps), 
highlighting the need to show people the boiling water, imminently. 
“If you put a frog in cold water and gradually heat the pot, the frog won’t realise and it will 
die, but if you put the frog in boiling water, it will jump straight out…we need to realise the 
challenges [and] we need to show people the boiling water…” 
 
The need for a platform to disseminate information and drive change across the wider beef 
industry was suggested. 
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“We need to bring this up with all the individual organisations. This is special and we 
attended. There needs to be a task force to bring this forward- it would be a shame and a 
disgrace if nothing was done about it.” 
8.3.2.2. Encourage Change 
Industry and government participants spoke of the need to encourage collective change in 
the industry on several levels; they were accepting that change needs to occur. Regardless 
of competitive pressures or grievances among each other, they accepted and were almost 
resigned to the fact that change must occur and happen together. 
“Nobody fell out here tonight, we are accepting that there has to be change.” 
 
A central part of the change theory is that of behavioural change in the industry, 
particularly among ‘contented farmers’ (those continuing to work as they always have 
done), is to understand how to influence or encourage change within this stakeholder. In 
addition, they highlighted that there needed to be physical change in several aspects, 
namely, encouraging youth succession, ensuring the right production system, 
removal/reduction in subsidies and land leasing. They suggested the need to encourage 
youth into the industry, particularly in farming, but also the need to encourage them to 
stay, i.e. ‘stick-ability’, so that a resilient beef industry model could prevail. Furthermore, it 
is believed the industry must encourage the creation and fostering of the right production 
system that sees cattle genetics controlled, in order to improve efficiencies and produce a 
product the consumer wants, as means of improving profitability. 
“…[we] produce 400,000 cattle a year…but we have a complex mix. There is massive benefit 
in having the right genetics…[which] adds up to increasing efficiency…Genetics have great 
benefits- look at Australia [predicative meat eating quality platform based on genetic 
outputs]…” 
 
Additionally, changes to land leasing arrangements (longer land leases are desirable) was 
suggested as a mechanism to improve the current situation so that farmers can rent land 
for longer periods of time and therefore, produce on more suitable land. Finally, it was 
thought that a stark reduction or removal of subsidies would be a driver for change. Brexit 
may be the outside force for the reduction/removal of subsidies.  
“The change needs a big shove, subsidies are leading inefficiencies…wind down 




8.3.2.3. Collaborative Force 
Michael Porter’s Cluster Theory (see The Competitive Advantage of Nations, 1998) was 
referenced in relation to collaboration. The theory suggests that companies (or in this case, 
the beef industry) attain competitive advantage when they work together and this typically 
happens when there is a crisis or an opportunity, as mooted previously. This indicated that 
the industry and government recognise the need to work together if they are to improve 
the outcome, with particular references made to the importance of bringing farmers with 
the greatest understanding and clarity of supply chain on board.  
“Cluster theory…it boils down to two things: companies get advantage when they work 
together and collaboration happens in crisis of opportunity. If we don’t do something, the 
industry will stay as it is.” 
 
Specific references were made to the need for stakeholders to collectively lobby 
government at the UK level, particularly with regard to influencing Brexit policy (and other 
policy) so that NI agri-food is not disadvantaged. These suggestions are founded on the 
belief that agri-food is not high on the political agenda for the UK government, as discussed 
earlier. 
“…there is a vast need for the industry to get together and shape our argument…There has 
to be a NI bit.” 
 
“Farmer lobbying is not high up in Westminster, despite the fact the agri-industry is one of 
the biggest.” 
 
Participants suggested that they must attempt to take control or steer the direction of 
change in the NI agri-food industry in light of the change Brexit policy may bring, i.e. the 
industry must take control of how Brexit pans out for the NI agri-food industry, and help 
the UK government consider regions as dissociated, so that regions take charge of their 
own agri-food destiny. 
 
8.3.2.4. Foster better relationships 
Improving supply chain relationships was suggested as a way by which the industry could 
improve/change the current situation. Closer farmer-processors relationships were thought 
to be particularly important. The need to get over mistrust in the relationship was stated, 
with attendees highlighting the need for farmers to put more time into fostering better 
relationships with 1 or 2 processors, rather than taking fleeting commercial opportunities 
240 
 
with the processor that offers a marginally better deal on the day. The commercial 
relationship is fairly adversarial and market based as presented in chapter 6. A trade-off is 
required; is it better taking fleeting opportunities for short term zero sum benefit (your loss 
is my gain or vice versa) or is it better put more time, trust and effort into a few longer term 
relationships with processors which can possibly be more rewarding? In addition, 
contracted arrangements were believed to be important in cementing the relationship 
between farmer and processor. Furthermore, it was highlighted that for relationships to be 
successful, farmers must try to understand the supply chain issues and operate more as a 
business, rather than blaming everyone but themselves, as well as, grasping the 
opportunity to be educated on the processors’ requirements and limitations. 
“There is no need for mistrust like that, life’s too short…It’s silly caring over 50p [participant 
1]…[and] there is no problem building up one or two relationships with processors 
[participant 2]…The problem is that the farmers thinks he is always right…You have to take 
the hit when you deserve it…if you have a relationship, you sometimes get a good price 
when you don’t expect it…We need a longer relationship but we would be putting a lot of 
time and trust into it…so…[it]…would need to be backed up on black and white paper.” 
 
“A…report indicated that those specialised farmers know exactly what the processor wants 
and can debate with that knowledge. Education is needed…we can’t fault the farmers as 
they rarely get a chance to go out to the processors…” 
 
8.3.2.5. Oil the Wheels 
“Rusted and corroded wheels need oil, oil is money in this metaphor” 
In this analogy the participants indicated that they recognised the need to ensure 
profitability but also, the need for investment provision and expenditure in the industry. It 
was suggested that now they are aware of the gaps, and have been presented with all the 
information, there is an opportunity to fund joint industry-government work/research, with 
the aim of moving towards a more profitable future through bridging the gaps presented at 
the workshop. 
 
8.3.2.6. Mission Critical: Marketing Body 
It was stated that there has been several previously failed attempts at setting up a 
marketing body in NI. Comparisons were made to how the Republic of Ireland (ROI) and 
Scotland successfully market and export their food around the world. It is believed a 
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marketing body for NI is critical to the success, longevity and profitability of the NI beef 
industry, and the wider agri-food industry.  
“We are in our 4th attempt to get a marketing body…First attempt, farmers said no, second 
attempt Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) [DAERA] and the 
processors said no…the third, the secretaries said no. To drive [Northern] Irish food around 
the world we need a body doing this. People are ambivalent about the marketing body but 
it’s critical to success…A marketing body is option critical.” 
 
It was highlighted that the beef industry in NI must promote themselves better with clearer 
messages, rather that the ‘Irish but not Irish’ message. It is also believed that significant 
harmonisation in the industry to focus on producing and promoting one NI beef umbrella 
brand is needed. 
“[We]…need to harmonise production…produce one brand.” 
 
8.4. DISCUSSION 
The workshop enabled for successful triangulation of the findings. Attendees did not 
disagree with the findings presented and were accepting that change must occur. The 
researchers analysis was commended, further emphasising successful triangulation of 
findings: 
“I have worked and attended may events over the many years working in the industry and 
this…information…all the data present, so far, has been an excellent analysis…the 
best…within the industry so far!” 
 
Furthermore, the workshop provided an opportunity for actual stakeholder interactions to 
be observed and to understand how they interact both horizontally (for example, processor 
to processor) and vertically (for example, farmer to processor), in a practical sense, within a 
small group setting. Based on the formal discussions at the workshop, the informal 
discussions at tables and from the data collected, several inferences were made by the 
research team: 
1) In NI, a social network between industry and government exists, where everyone 
appears to know everyone 
2) Commercial dealings are fairly adversarial and market-based, i.e. they are based on 
a high volume of single transactions for profit, rather than focusing on long term 
relationship management, for long term success 
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3) Everyone will win minor victories at some point but long term, no one appears to 
be making any significant profit at any stage in the supply chain. 
 
Based on these observations, the problems and concerns can be understood as a collective 
action problem for the sector. This is discussed in further detail below. 
 
8.4.1. The Role of the Workshop in Identifying Collective Action Problem (s) and 
Leveraging Collaboration 
Collective action identifies the need to look beyond state intervention and look at private-
public interventions involving different vertical levels (Vanni, 2014). Smith (2016) suggested 
that typically, private companies often fail to consider collective/collaborative interest as a 
natural consequence of seeking personal interests. In other words, self-interest can prevent 
collective (or collaborative) endeavours (Hardin, 1982). The workshop helped to provide a 
first step in recognising and overcoming individualistic factors to move towards a more 
collaborative platform to overcome (collective action) problems. Participants themselves 
recognised the need for a ‘collaborative force’ during the discussions.  
 
The workshop helped facilitate recognition that the industry, with government support, 
must take control to steer the direction of the NI beef industry. Vanni (2014) acknowledged 
that a multi-stakeholder mixed approach between government and industry is important to 
stimulate collective action, related to provision (including financial provision) and 
protection of the NI beef industry. Provision and protection of NI beef industry should 
involve a board range of stakeholders, co-managing the sharing of knowledge (EU Standing 
Committee on Agricultural Research, 2012), expertise and commitment to common goals, 
as well as the exploration of innovating solutions (Vanni, 2014), to ensure the industry 
remains competitive and resilient long term, and particularly with the unknown outcomes 
of Brexit.  
 
The workshop served as a ‘…special device to make individuals act in their common 
interest…’ (Olson, 1965, p.2) (the zero contribution theory), and made an initial attempt to 
stimulate a collective (collaborative) response. The zero contribution theory highlights that 
individuals (in this case, stakeholders as individual entities) can’t overcome collective action 
problems alone (Ostrom, 2000a), therefore suggesting that they must be tackled 
collectively. Previous findings of this thesis have highlighted the practical challenges faced 
in collaboration or collective action, particularly at the farmer-processor dyad (and farmer- 
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farmer dyad) in NI, where relationships are diverse and dependent on individuals. This idea 
is reinforced further by Ostrom’s (2000a, p.138) finding that ‘…the world contains multiple 
types of individuals, some more willing than others to initiate reciprocity to achieve benefits 
of collection action.’ The workshop provided useful insights as to what successful farmer-
processor relationships can look like, but it is important to note that these practical 
exemplars have come from the more progressive farmer-processor relationship, as 
observed in the workshop. Furthermore, the workshop provided useful insight to how 
vertical (and horizontal) collaboration can be fostered in a small group setting, therefore 
contributing to Collaboration and Integrated Supply Chain Management (ISCM) theory in a 
practical sense. 
 
With regard to the farmer-farmer dyad, independent and individualist sentiments dictate 
the workings of this relationship and farmers in this case, could be described as what 
Ostrom (2000a) describes as ‘Rational Egoists’. This is the idea that farmers will backwardly 
induct (via decisions based on previous experience) that there is zero benefit to 
contributing to the collective good, as they assume or expect others to also not contribute. 
This theory of rational egoists may not be exclusive to farmers in the NI beef supply chain 
but nevertheless, it provides an understanding as to why stakeholders have not seen the 
value of, nor been successful at collective action previously, without the presence of an 
external driver (the workshop). The workshop helped the industry to see the presented 
issues/concerns as collective problems that must be looked at holistically, and worked on 
together if there is to be any progress overcoming them. 
 
8.4.1.1. Behaviour Change 
In addition, the workshop represented the first steps in a long process of social learning, 
which involves the transformation of values, norms and rules amongst stakeholders 
(Woodhall and Röling, 2000; Vanni, 2014). Social learning is defined as ‘…learning that 
occurs when people engage one another, sharing diverse perspectives and experiences to 
develop a common framework of understanding and a basis for joint action.’ (Schusler, 
Decker and Pfeffer, 2003, p. 311). The workshop represented a platform for social learning, 
i.e. it facilitated social learning among the NI beef supply chain stakeholders, by providing 
insights into multiple views about the same problems, in addition to facilitating a discussion 
to encourage recognition of problems. Social learning is an iterative process of knowledge 
co-production amongst stakeholders brought together (Vanni, 2014). In other words, 
‘…when stakeholders become aware of how other stakeholders understand reality and how 
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these ‘understandings’ relate to practical experiences and defended interests.’ (Steyaert, et 
al., 2007, p. 540). 
 
Blackstock et al. (2010) identified differentiated farming cultures as influencing and 
interpreting knowledge and behaviour change among groups and individuals. While, this 
workshop involved multiple vertical stakeholders i.e. famers, processors, retailers etc., 
these findings are still applicable. The different cultures within the vertical stakeholder 
groups will dictate the behaviour change outcome. However, our evolutionary heritage 
means that while humans are self-seeking, they are also capable of learning, to adopt and 
use norms and rules that help collective action succeed (Ostrom, 1998). This suggests that 
the stakeholders in the NI beef chain have the capability to change their normal behaviours 
and actions for the greater good. 
 
8.4.1.2. Importance of Communication, Reciprocity and Trust in Collective 
Action/Collaboration 
Social capital, defined as the ‘...features of social organisations, such as networks, norms 
and trust…’ (Putnam, Leonardi and Naetti, 1994, p.167), is important for collective action 
and cooperation among stakeholders to gain mutual benefits (Rudd, 2000; Ostrom, 2000b; 
Pretty, 2003). Evidence has suggested that the NI beef industry are not good at 
collaborating and cooperating with each other. While cooperation is consistently observed 
in collective action scenarios, it is often sub-optimal (Ostrom, 1998). An indirect 
evolutionary process would suggest that participants in collective action would start with 
differential, intrinsic preferences due to their predispositions toward norms such as 
reciprocity and trust (Ostrom, 2000a). This is certainly the case in the NI beef industry. 
However, participants may shift their behaviour in light of the experience (the workshop), 
which facilitated communication between the stakeholders. That said, it is important to 
note that stakeholders may exhibit a high level of cooperation in the initial stages of a 
collection action scenario, but the level of cooperation may decline towards the end of the 
process (Ostrom, 1998). This needs to be considered when attempting to promote 
collective action in the NI beef industry. 
 
Ostrom (1998) suggested that consistently strong findings indicate that cooperation levels 
can be increased substantially when individuals are provided with the opportunity to 
communicate face to face. The workshop provided an initial opportunity to communicate 
face to face on the issues in a structured environment. Repeated chances to see and talk to 
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others means stakeholders are afforded the opportunity to assess whether they can work 
with the other sufficiently to reach collective agreement via joint effort (Ostrom, 1998). 
This emphasises the importance of continuing to ‘widen the conversation’ outside of the 
workshop. Ostrom (1998) highlighted how communication facilitates cooperation through; 
1) transferring of information to inform and educate on an optimal strategy, 2) exchanging 
of mutual commitment and 3) the development of a group identity. In addition, 
communication is also believed to facilitate cooperation through increasing trust, thus 
influencing the expectations of others’ behaviour (Ostrom, 1998). 
 
Trust and reciprocity are important, as they positively reinforce each other, resulting in 
increased cooperation and consequentially, an increase in the net benefits of collective 
action (Vanni, 2014). Stakeholders that believe others will cooperate in dilemmas are more 
likely to cooperate themselves (Ostrom, 2000a), however, this may be problematic in the 
farmer-processor dyad where mistrust is high. Stakeholders may not trust the other to 
contribute/cooperate in a dilemma. Individuals must be convinced that other stakeholders 
will reciprocate the trust and abide by norms and rules set out. Whether reciprocity is 
advantageous is dependent on the proportion of reciprocity other individuals exhibit, and 
on an individual’s capacity to judge the likelihood of reciprocity in any particular situation 
over time (Ostrom, 1998). When reciprocity is evident, individuals are incentivised to 
continue to do so, as to gain a reputation for keeping promises (Ostrom, 1998). Therefore, 
trustworthy individuals can trust other individuals with a reputation for being trustworthy 
and thus, will engage co-operatively for long term collective benefits (Ostrom, 1998). It is 
important to continue to exhibit the behaviours observed in the workshop, so that trust can 
be continued to be built and reciprocated for collective action success, which is critical to 
the survival and success of the NI beef sector. 
 
However, communication, trust and reciprocity alone are not sufficient in ensuring 
successful collective action (Ostrom, 1998). Vanni (2014) stated that common rules, norms 
and sanctions must be applied so that group interests are in line with those of individuals, 
and should be effective in changing behaviour. Additionally, these ‘rules of the game’ 
should also be proposed and followed by the people participating in collective action 
(Vanni, 2014), to enhance trust among participants (Ostrom, 1998), emphasising the 





8.4.2. The Need for Collective Action in the NI Beef Industry  
Collective action often emerges out of need, when other choices are not easily available 
(Bouamra-Mechemache and Zago, 2015) in a dilemma. This was evident in the discussions; 
stakeholders believed they were heading towards imminent crisis with Brexit. Ostrom 
(1998) stated that social dilemmas occur whenever individuals in inter-dependent 
situations face choices to either maximise short term and self-interested outcomes which 
leave all participants worse off, or collectively take action for long term benefits for all. This 
implies collective action as a feasible mechanism to solving the problems highlighted in this 
study. Ultimately, in social dilemmas, participants have a choice of whether or not to 
contribute to gain joint benefit (Ostrom, 1998), therefore, they must make a trade-off 
between short term gains or long term benefits.  
 
It is believed collective action in agriculture is likely to increase, since it may represent an 
efficient way to increase market access and the competitiveness of food chains (Bouamra-
Mechemache and Zago, 2015). This suggests that practical or empirical work relating to 
collective action within the agri-food industry is limited. However, this study has 
contributed to the theory of and added theoretical validity to collective action in the agri-
food sector. Evidence from the workshop suggested collective action is imperative to help 
overcome the hurdles posed by Brexit in the NI beef industry. The need to use collective 
action to lobby government on policy, particularly Brexit policy for NI agri-food was 
discussed. However, it is essential that this is a joint cohesive activity, based on agreed 
inputs and output, i.e. stakeholders must be on the same page on the core objectives for a 
successful industry which is presently not the case. 
 
Vanni (2014) identified that understanding the relationships among the stakeholders 
involves in collective action, the power dynamics and the expression of different interests 
are crucial to fully understanding the process of knowledge exchanges and the collective 
decision making processes. This thesis has attempted to do this by understanding the total 
supply chain perspective and has identified the relationship and power dynamics in the 
supply chain and therefore, should provide insight to stakeholders on how best to consider 
collective action problem solving. The supply chain now appreciates and understands the 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders, in order to ‘bridge the gap’ and move forward. 
However, it will require significant leadership that’s independent and committed to 




The evidence has suggested that the NI beef industry need to move quickly to help resolve 
collective action problems, particularly in light of Brexit which may see trade deals favour 
financial services at the expense of UK agriculture, resulting in a situation where food may 
be imported and therefore, impacting on the NI agri-food sector. In this situation, the NI 
beef sector will never be able to compete on a cost platform, so the market will likely 
polarise between cheaper commodity products and products with added value, illustrating 
the importance of creating a story around NI beef that taps into consumer values and 
needs in relation to beef. This further cements the importance of a coherent marketing 
structure.  
 
8.5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The workshop highlighted the triggers for change in the beef industry; Brexit, crisis and 
unprofitability. Brexit was a main focal point of discussion and triggers emerged from a lack 
of confidence in the British government to support and secure UK agriculture for the future. 
Furthermore, the workshop uncovered the actions and practices that industry and 
government could undertake. In particular, they identified the need to continue to expand 
on the discussions of the workshop, encourage change in the industry and forage better, 
more trusting relationships and closer collaboration, both horizontally and vertically. In 
addition, a marketing infrastructure was considered a route to improvement. 
 
Insight to actual stakeholder interactions, collaboration (vertical and horizontal) and 
practices in a small group setting were provided by the workshop. It represented a unique 
situation whereby stakeholders were brought together to understand the issues, problems 
and concerns from a multiple stakeholder perspective. Perspectives were collected, 
analysed and presented by a researcher with no professional ties to stakeholders, and 
conflicting stakeholders spoke freely with little disagreement among themselves. The 
presentation of the thesis findings served as a validation exercise (triangulation).  
 
It could be suggested the workshop acted as an external force that helped the NI beef 
industry recognise the problems and barriers in the supply chain collectively, and provided 
an initial attempt to stimulate a collective action (collaborative) response, among the 
majority of stakeholder groups in the NI beef supply chain. As indicated, there are practical 
challenges in collective action such as, individualism and an inability to commit whole to 
the collective good due to competitive group interests. While culture in stakeholder groups 
can dictate behaviour change success, collective action can also encourage behaviour 
248 
 
change and social learning, and the workshop represented this in the initial stages through 
presenting multiple sides of the argument. However, critical to collective action success is 
the ability to communicate effectively, have trusting exchanges and reciprocate, which 
ultimately may be challenging in the NI beef industry. The effort to collect, analyse, 
correlate and present multiple stakeholder data using this type of platform was appreciated 
by the participants. It has provided a useful insight to the industry and provides a platform 
to more forward and continue building a collective action response to secure the future of 
the NI beef industry.  
 
Based on the outcome of the workshop, the following recommendations are provided: 
1. Stakeholders must continue to view the barriers in the NI beef supply chain as 
collective action problems, where resolutions are implemented better together, for 
example, through industry focused and government supported Research & 
Development (R&D); 
2. While lobbying at stakeholder level is essential, there is also a necessity for all 
stakeholder groups to come together and collectively lobby at national level, 
particularly with regard to potential Brexit outcomes for NI; 
3. Momentum in finding solutions to issues must continue and involve all stakeholder 
groups as to continually appreciate and understand multiple perspectives; 
4. The industry and government must ensure the facilitation of further knowledge 
transfer of the thesis findings to stakeholder groups, and use opinion leaders (such 
as the ones present at the workshop) in each of these stakeholder groups to 
disseminate findings within their respective groups; 
5. Sufficient financial and human resource needs to be utilised to continue work on 
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9. Chapter Nine- General Discussion and Conclusions  
 
9.1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter summarises the thesis findings and highlights a practical proposition, based on 
thesis results (rather than theoretical) to help improve the optimal performance of the NI 
beef supply chain, that focuses on an ethos of ‘Right System- Right Product- Right 
Incentive- Right Platform’. In this system the supply chain stakeholders must work 
together, and be focused on the consumer. Furthermore, it will discuss implications for 
industry and policy, and consider the limitations of this research and highlight directions for 
future research endeavours. Finally, the conclusions and overall recommendation of this 
PhD thesis will be presented.  
 
9.2. OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS 
9.2.1. Chapter Three- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Nodenal (Internal) and 
External Barriers in the NI Beef Supply Chain 
Chapter 3 examined stakeholder perceptions of barriers to optimal performance 
(competitiveness and resiliency) at each stage of the supply chain, as well as external 
barriers that are considered outside the direct supply chain (aim 1). It highlighted barriers 
at farming, processing, retailing and governance stages (considered as internal barriers). 
Overall, it identified significant barriers to growth and profitability throughout the supply 
chain, with low profit margins reported by all stakeholders. Farm inefficiencies due to small 
economies of scale and the presence of large numbers of hobby farmers, lack of succession 
in farming and processing, the short term outlook and nature and adaptability of the sector, 
an independence and poor understanding of requirements among farmers and the 
competitive pressures residing throughout the whole supply chain were seen as significant 
barriers. Furthermore, various factors of the external environment such as, currency 
volatility, Brexit, high cost of British/NI beef, global competition, export restrictions, 
cheaper imports, political developments, EU arrangements and changing consumer 
preferences were considered additional barriers. 
 
While United Kingdom (UK) consumption of beef is declining, the global population is 
increasing, therefore there is a need to produce more food in general. The Agri-Food 
Strategy Board’s (AFSB) Going for Growth report focuses on improving economies of scale 
as the key to helping improve profitability, and grow the sector. While there is a need for 
more food to feed the anticipated global population increase, UK and European 
consumption of beef is declining. This chapter questioned whether expansion was the key 
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to improving profitability in the NI beef industry, particularly as NI will never be able to 
compete on scale with major beef producing nations such as Brazil, and because 
consumption is decline in Northern Ireland’s (NI) key markets.  
 
It was argued that decline could be considered as a factor of changing consumer 
preferences in relation to environmental concerns, health concerns and the need for 
convenience and versatility from food. Therefore, this chapter proposed that the industry 
evaluate other ways of improving profitability, competitiveness and resiliency in the 
industry, in line with changing preferences. The industry must evaluate if there is 
profitability in producing value added products that meet consumers concerns and needs, 
while addressing inefficiency at farms on an individual level, rather than progressing with 
expansion plans when NI will never be able to compete on a price-scale platform globally. 
 
9.2.2. Chapter Four- Deconstruction of the Contributing Success Factors of Scotch 
Beef Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) 
Utilising a case study approach and employing a variety of peer and non-peer reviewed 
sources of information, this chapter reviewed the practices of the Scotch Beef PGI system 
and it’s supporting body, Quality Meat Scotland (QMS). This system was chosen as it has a 
brand with a PGI, and the AFSB suggested that PGI should be investigated for red meat in 
NI, therefore provided a good benchmark (aim 2) as well as helping understand the PGI 
aspect (contributing to aim 4). The case study identified 5 inter-connected factors believed 
to underpin the success of the Scotch Beef PGI brand. These factors were: 1) Whole chain 
Participation and Lifetime Assurance, 2) Campaigns and Marketing, 3) Responsibility 
Practices, 4) Consumer Support and 5) Exports and Sales. 
 
The case study concluded that the NI beef industry should consider some best practice 
attributes of the Scotch Beef/QMS system, including how they carry out their marketing 
and promotion of Scotch Beef PGI, as this is considered the critical element. The marketing 
and promotion essentially drive the success of the brand. Furthermore, the NI beef industry 
could benefit from understanding how QMS carry out their responsibility practices, and 




9.2.3. Chapter Five- Perceived Marketing Barriers to Optimal Performance and 
Opportunities for Improvement within the NI Beef Supply Chain 
Chapter 5 examined stakeholder views on the current beef marketing structure and 
highlighted perceived opportunities to improve how beef is currently marketed in NI (aim 
3). It also examined perceptions relating to PGI as a marketing opportunity/strategy (aim 4). 
Results suggested that the marketing and branding within the NI beef sector was 
restrictive, uncoordinated and under resourced, and lacked a dedicated marketing body. In 
addition, it was believed consumers lacked understanding of agriculture as a consequence 
of poor marketing. Poor marketing was believed to be also a factor of the introverted 
nature of NI people in general, and as a consequence of serving the Own Label (OL) 
business of retailers, therefore reducing the opportunity for NI brands to be capitalised on. 
Poor branding was also seen as a consequence of playing the Irish, British and Northern 
Irish card simultaneously, depending on the market. In contrast, the marketing strategy 
employed by Scotch Beef was considered to be more cohesive and strategic, and educated 
consumers about the brand and agriculture to help drive the brand and image (contributing 
to aim 2).  
 
NI promotional efforts have focused on the NI Beef and Lamb Farm Quality Assurance (NIBL 
FQAS) aspect of NI beef, rather than an umbrella NI brand. Scotland heavily promote their 
responsibility practices, taking a holistic approach to marketing. The discussion highlighted 
that NI need to consider a wider marketing scope and see NI beef as an ‘umbrella’ brand. 
Stakeholders felt it was necessary to ‘Paint the NI Picture’ better via a long term marketing 
strategy that portrays clear and consistent messages through ‘telling a story’ around the 
perceptions consumers have. However, any claims made need to be scientifically 
quantified, and participants found value in a system that rewards quality (intrinsic), for 
example, Meat Standards Australia (MSA). This chapter also identified the need to ensure 
the establishment of a marketing body, and that the correct mediums are used for 
marketing and promotion. In addition, it highlighted that supposed attributes of NI beef 
were believed to not actually be unique to NI, therefore highlighting the difficulties in 
differentiating. However, a unique traceability platform utilising NI’s already perceived 
superior traceability system, coupled with DNA testing was proposed as something unique 
that could be capitalised on.   
 
With regard to a PGI approach for NI beef, there was no fundamental objection to PGI but 
concerns were raised on the uniqueness it could or could not deliver. It was felt that Scotch 
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Beef PGI was more about clever marketing than measurable benefit. Furthermore, it was 
also suggested that the demand for a PGI must come from the consumer, and they must be 
willing to pay for it. It was suggested that the market needs to be built up first, so a PGI can 
be justified in the future. 
 
The lack of marketing strategy, the absence of a marketing body, poor marketing 
communication and difficulties in branded differentiation make marketing and promotion 
of beef in NI particularly poor. This chapter argued, the beef sectors approach to marketing 
mirrors that of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and therefore lacks long term focus 
and strategy. 
 
9.2.4. Chapter Six- Barriers to Optimal Performance: Supply Chain Relationships in 
the NI Beef Supply Chain, with a Focus on the Farmer- Processor Dyad 
With a focus on the farmer-processor dyad, this chapter explored the relationships in the NI 
beef supply chain (aim 5). Results indicated that the relationship between farmers and 
processors is adversarial, particularly from the farmers’ perspective. Other relationships in 
the supply chain are perceived relatively similar from both sides of the dyad. 
 
The farmer sees actions of the processor as personal, rather than business decisions as part 
of a competitive environment. The farmer sees these actions as an abuse of power, which 
then reflects on their own perceived sense ‘powerlessness’, relative to processors. The 
perceived abuses of power by processors embed mistrust between farmers and processors, 
among farmers, and between farmers and Department of Agriculture, Environment and 
Rural Affairs (DAERA). The mistrust between farmers and processors evolved from the 
perceived abuses of power in the relationship. However, the processors perceived use of 
power also effected farmers’ own sense of trust, collegiality and togetherness, rooted from 
the suspicion that other farmers have been encouraged to function outside of co-operative 
groups of farmers. The mistrust of DAERA arose from the perceived unwillingness of DAERA 
to act in farmers’ interest, due to the perceived ‘cartel’ power of processors to lobby 
government more effectively than the farming lobby body. 
 
The way farmers make sense of the perceived power relations they are subjected to is 
influenced by the individuating character of power relations exercised by processors, which 
debilitates farmers’ ability to collaborate and resist collectively. A process of 
accommodation emerges whereby farmers pragmatically resign themselves to play by ‘the 
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rules of the game’ in order to remain ‘part of the game’, further embedding their sense of 
powerlessness.  
 
9.2.5. Chapter Seven- Future Opportunities to Improve the Optimal Performance of 
the NI Beef Supply Chain 
The focus of this chapter was to examine stakeholder views on perceived opportunities in 
the beef industry. Opportunities included, improvement in farm efficiencies, costs and 
processes, genetic improvement for desirable attributes, rewarding consistent quality 
through a more appropriate grading system, improving the cost and availability of land and 
better utilisation of the dairy herd. Furthermore, research and development (R&D) driven 
by industry problems and bottlenecks, growing export markets and growing branded 
produce through food service markets and online platforms were also identified as 
opportunities.  
 
However, it argued that stakeholders need to collaborate more, both vertically and 
horizontally, to grasp and benefit from these opportunities (aim 5). This involves integration 
(to an extent), communication and transparency improvement in the supply chain. 
Transparency created from effective communication, may enhance trust which thereby 
improves collaboration in the supply chain. Goal congruence and mutuality between 
vertical and horizontal supply chain stakeholders were considered an important aspect, and 
is reliant on communication, trust and transparency.  
 
Grasping opportunities in the supply chain can be seen as means of improving the 
performance (competitiveness and resiliency) of the NI beef industry. It was suggested that 
processors form closer relationships with a few number of strategic farmers, and that 
retailers must continue to work with processors on long term strategic plans, ensuring goal 
congruence and effective communication, transparency and collaboration throughout the 
supply chain. 
 
9.2.6. Chapter Eight- Use of an Action Research Technique to Facilitate a 
Collaborative Workshop for Collective Action among Northern Ireland Beef 
Industry Stakeholders 
Employing an Action Research methodology, this chapter explained the process of bringing 
representatives from the NI beef industry together to present the results of this thesis, and 
facilitate a discussion on triggers for change, and what the industry can do to improve the 
situation/instigate changes (aim 6). With regard to triggers for change, Brexit, the long term 
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unprofitability and the notion that beef can no longer be regarded as a commodity were 
identified. Furthermore, it was suggested the industry are heading towards or are already 
in the midst of a crisis, which is when the industry collaborates/works best, and the 
impending crisis could be seen as a trigger (opportunity) for change.  
In terms of what the industry can do, the need to widen the conversation outside of the 
workshop was suggested. In addition, stakeholders identified the need to encourage 
collective change across the industry, and they were accepting that change needs to occur. 
A collaborative force was suggested as a requirement, and this linked back to the crisis 
trigger- a crisis will trigger a collective force to improve the current situation, and take 
control and steer change in the industry. Improving supply chain relationships (particularly 
farmer-processor relationships) was suggested as a further way to improve the situation, by 
focusing on more trustworthy and fewer long term relationships. ‘Oil the Wheels’ was a 
metaphor used to suggest the need to start addressing the highlighted gaps, through joint 
funded industry and government work/research to move towards a more profitable future. 
The marketing body was seen as ‘mission critical’ for the future success of the NI beef 
industry.  
 
The research team made several observations during the workshop and concluded that the 
issues in the supply chain can be understood as a collective action problem, and the 
workshop helped provide a first step in recognising and overcoming individualism, and 
moving towards collective action, and in recognising change is in the common interest. The 
workshop provided useful insights to stakeholders on how they were viewed by others in 
the supply chain, and provided opportunities for stakeholders to communicate and interact 
face to face in a small group, but structured setting. 
 
The completion of these chapters, using collated findings from the 5 studies and 1 
workshop, fulfils the aims set out at in the introduction (chapter 1). The aim of this general 
discussion chapter is to propose a system/new ways of working for the NI beef industry, 
based on a holistic analysis of the findings in this thesis.  
 
9.3. NEW WAYS OF WORKING: RIGHT PRODUCT-RIGHT SYSTEM-RIGHT INCENTIVE-
RIGHT PLATFORM 
Following a review of the thesis findings, a practical solution based on having the right 
product and supporting system, along with the correct incentives, and the utilisation of 
optimal selling avenues, is proposed as a way of improving the optimal performance 
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(competitiveness and resiliency) and therefore profitability of the NI beef industry. Figure 
9.1 illustrates the origins of the proposed solution, based on the thesis findings. It is 
important that a solution to sustainable beef is found, where sustainable can infer 
economic, social and environmental sustainability.  
 
Figure 9.1: Representation of how the Findings from Stakeholder Interviews and Case 
Study on Scotch Beef PGI (orange boxes), and the Validation of Findings at the 
Stakeholder Workshop constructed a Practical Solution to Improving Optimal 
Performance and Profitability of the NI Beef Supply Chain. 
 
9.3.1. Right Product 
It is proposed there should be a focus on producing the right product for the right market. 
The product should provide desirable and consistent characteristics, driven by consumer 
insight. While consumers are segmented, it is important to understand what the needs of 
the target market are. Hughes (2004) highlighted, the closer a company (in this case, the 
beef industry) is to its consumers, the clearer the market signals about the requirements of 
the consumer group. Beef products produced should meet the needs, demands and 
lifestyle of the consumer in the target market and therefore, should be produced with the 
consumer in mind, considering all aspects including, how food is bought, prepared, cooked 
and consumed. It is important to never lose sight of the consumer and their needs. Findings 
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would suggest that current trends are related to convenience, health and environmental 
concerns, and consideration should also be given to portion size and eating quality, for 
example, is there a particular flavour or texture that consumers want from beef? Products 
should be produced to meet these need and demands, therefore consumer insight is key to 
understand exactly what consumers want from beef products.  
 
9.3.2. Right Systems 
Consideration must be given to how to achieve the ‘right’ product. Currently, less than one 
third of cattle in NI currently meet specification for the premium market, i.e. Great British 
retailers and food service operators, compared to two thirds in England (Northern Ireland 
Meat Exporters Association (NIMEA), no date). Therefore, it is critical that livestock meet 
the specification, derived from what is considered the ‘right’ parameters for the ‘right’ 
product. In order the achieve this, there will need to be significant work in standardising 
breeds, on farm processes/operations and specifications in line with the market. Genomic 
programmes to improve the genetic base of cattle to produce muscle more efficiently while 
providing the desired quality characteristics (including environmental characteristics) 
consistently should be part of the solution. Consideration should be given to implementing 
these suggestions in more professional set ups, for example, professional calf producers, 
rearers and finishers working together to ensure best production, and an emphasis on 
genetics through the complete production part of the chain. However, consideration still 
must be given to preserving the family farm model (social sustainability) over the ‘factory’ 
farming model, as the family model is still seen as desirable by the majority market (GB 
retailers).  
 
Part of implementing the right system means having clearly defined standards at each stage 
of the supply chain, which are based on science and therefore, parameters are measurable 
and quantifiable. Furthermore, integration on a horizontal plane at a farming level, for 
example, closer working between dairy and beef farmers, should also be considered as part 
of the solution to help control costs, reduce mortality on dairy farms, and produce beef that 
meet consumer needs.  
 
9.3.3. Right Incentive 
An important part of ensuring the right system for producing the right product, is ensuring 
the incentive is enough to encourage the farmer and other stakeholders to meet the 
specification. Brexit may afford an opportunity to move away from the Europe grading 
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system, which is believed to antiquated, and does not sufficiently encourage or reward ‘in 
spec’ animals. A study in 1993 found merit in a grading system which operates using a value 
(or reward) based scale, based on defined carcase quality (intrinsic) characteristics, and 
discovered that it more effectively transmitted consumer preferences to the supply chain, 
as well as improving producer profitability (Feuz, Fausti and Wagner, 1993). There may be 
an opportunity to create or adapt the grading system in NI so that it rewards consistent 
intrinsic quality adequately for meeting specification, such as an incentive based payment 
on a decreasing scale of ‘good’ to ‘bad’. In other words, something that rewards quality 
(intrinsic and extrinsic depending on parameters established) rather than quantity, on a 
decreasing scale, therefore adding value back into beef. This could be based on meat yield, 
fat content or other quality parameters as deemed appropriate, but must be based on 
science, and form part of the standards set out in the specification. 
 
9.3.4. Right Platform 
“It [Amazon] is a big, big force and it has already disrupted plenty of people and it will 
disrupt more,” (Warren Buffett, shareholders meeting, 2016 in Lutz, 2017) 
 
The above quote exemplifies the growth of online retailing. In 2017 it was reported that 
Warren Buffet sold off $900 million, equating to approximately 90%, of his investment in 
United States of America (USA) retailing giant, Walmart, and reinvested in other industries 
(technology, and aviation) (Lutz, 2017; Wahba, 2017). He stated that grocery retailing is too 
hard a business to be in with the growth of online retailing (Szramiak, 2017), suggesting 
that consumers are changing the way they do their food shopping. Previously, the 
opportunity to grow branded produce through online platforms was highlighted. It is 
important that the NI beef industry consider the platform in which they sell their produce. 
If the opportunities are there to grow NI branded beef on platforms other than the 
traditional GB retailer, it should be seriously considered, especially in light of the evidence 
presented and the consumers need for convenience. In other words, it is important to 
deliver the product to the consumer in a way that suits their needs. Another important 
aspect of the ‘Right Platform’ is ensuring that the appropriate marketing and promotional 
strategies are used, so that the products’ and the NI beef story can be disseminated into 
the relevant marketplace. 
 
It could be suggested that highlighting the business to business barriers that exist within 
the NI beef supply chain, has informed a practical solution to help business to consumer 
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facilitation, through the proposed Right Product- Right System- Right Incentive- Right 
Platform system which is focused on producing beef in line with consumer insight. 
 
9.4. IMPLICATIONS FOR INDUSTRY AND POLICY 
9.4.1. Industry Implications 
The need for collective action/collaboration among the NI beef supply chain stakeholders 
was highlighted in this thesis. Collective action relies on collaboration (and communication 
and transparency) in order to address the problems/barriers in the supply chain, and so 
that opportunities can be grasped and capitalised on. The beginning of this collective 
response was witnessed in the workshop, i.e. the recognition that they will only be able to 
collectively overcome barriers, grasp opportunities and overcome the perceived ‘crisis’ of 
poor profitability, competitiveness and resiliency in the sector. They acknowledged that it 
can no longer be a ‘blame game’ and action requires a collective response. The beef sector 
must continue to approach problems and opportunities in this collaborative manner. 
However, the relationship between farmer and processor presents a hurdle towards 
collective/collaborative action in the supply chain, and could be considered as one of the 
biggest threats to optimal performance. In addition, the ability of farmers to act together 
‘as one’ could be considered a further threat. The sector must continue to strategically 
understand how to improve relationships, as collaboration (both vertical and horizontal) 
will be essential to success. Part of this should include methods to help transparency and 
leverage closer collaboration between farmers and processors, as well as the rest of the 
supply chain. For example, educating farmers on the workings for the supply chain, and 
continue to encourage farmers to visit processing facilities   
 
The Going for Growth report highlighted that the beef industry aimed to increase turnover 
by 65% and external sales by 78% by 2020. However, how the industry grows must be 
carefully considered, should this be based purely on producing and selling more beef, or 
should they strive towards their growth targets by producing a value added product, 
demanded by the market? Evidence from this project would suggest that more market 
driven approaches are at least, part of the solution. Either way, the industry must strive for 
continuous improvement and champion innovation to ensure a better outlook for the 
sector in the future. 
 
Nonetheless, the sector is up against the complexity of the supply chain, not just from a 
physical perspective, but also from a cultural (whole supply chain ethos), social (individual 
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supply chain nodes) and behavioural (individuals) perspective that exists between 
stakeholders stages, and within the individual nodes, particularly at the farming level. The 
diversity among 19500 farmers and their farming practices presents a significant challenge 
in refocusing and reinventing the NI beef industry. This was summarised coherently and 
pragmatically by one participant, who emphasised the need for significant cultural, social 
and behavioural change across the supply chain: 
“It's like any of these complex things, there's no silver bullet but there's lots of little things 
that could change behaviours…this is about social and cultural change, and without it we're 
not going to get anywhere, we're just going to continue doing the same thing with the same 
outcome…We've got to break out of this cycle of just doing the same thing every year and 
then complaining because nothing has changed.” (P41-GRLIB) 
 
9.4.2. Policy Implications 
Utilising the findings of this thesis may help governmental bodies (DAERA) and other 
relevant bodies, for example, the Livestock and Meat Commission (LMC), the Ulster 
Farmers Union (UFU) and the Agri-Food Strategy Board (AFSB), inform red meat policy and 
strategy in the future, as to help overcome some of the problems highlighted. 
 
DAERA have several policy areas which the findings of this thesis could relate to. Their food 
related policy area looks at food marketing and supporting local food, and this thesis has 
further reinforced the need for a marketing body to market and promote NI beef and other 
food products. Therefore, it may help with the business case for the marketing body. Beef 
farming and sustainability policy are two further policy areas which DAERA oversee. In 
relation to sustainability, this thesis has highlighted ways in which a more economically 
sustainable future for the beef industry could be secured. Furthermore, it could inform beef 
farming policy, for example, policies to help improve beef farming operations and ways of 
working. DAERA’s Strategic Plan for 2012-202028 highlighted the need to help the food 
industry prepare for future market opportunities and economic challenges. It will be 
coming to an end in the next few years and this research could help inform the next 
strategy for post 2020, so that more defined goals to help overcome some of the barriers 
can be identified and set out. Furthermore, under DAERA’s postgraduate priority research 
areas ‘Northern Ireland Total Supply Chain’ has moved from priority 4 to priority 2, 





highlighting the importance of this type of research, and therefore, the findings of this 
research may steer future research priorities and funding.  
 
At a national level, the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), are 
developing a long term (25 year) plan for UK food and farming29, and NI agri-food 
representatives have reservations in relation to what it means for NI agri-food (see notes 
from workshop in appendix 6). A Compassion in World Farming report suggested that the 
scope of the 25 year plan is too narrow, focusing only on factors such as productivity, and 
disregarding factors such as intrinsic quality, the environment and animal welfare, which 
are becoming increasingly important to the consumer. Findings from this study, may help 
NI agri-food representatives influence the policy at national level. 
 
The results of this research may feed into the AFSB and inform the direction of red meat 
strategy. The Going for Growth report from AFSB did not take relationship dynamics, 
particularly the adversarial nature of the farmer-processor dyad, into account, (for 
example, the presence of perceived power in relationships), when they proposed 
collaboration and ‘uniting as one supply chain’. The practical barriers to collaboration were 
not considered, but these findings have now highlighted these barriers, therefore 
contributing to future policy on how relational barriers could be addressed.  
 
For the sectorial review of beef and sheep meat in the Going for Growth report, references 
are made to increasing the number of large scale finishing units, presumably for improved 
economies of scale. It appears that for beef and sheep meat, improving economies of scale 
is the aspiration, but these thesis findings point towards not taking this too far (i.e. 
feedlots), and the importance of preservation of the family farm model, which is favourable 
from an image perspective. The solution may be larger scale family farms models which can 
still have the perceived idyllic image of cattle in the fields, supporting the farmer and 
his/her family (social sustainability image). This also exemplifies the importance of re-
scoping land policy and legislation. This thesis highlighted that profitability could potentially 
be increased by producing consumer focused value added produce, rather than focusing 
solely on expansion through large scale finishing operations, and these findings may 
influence the scope of future growth policy in the red meat sector. 






The findings from chapters 4 and 5 highlighted the marketing and promotional practices of 
Scotland compared to NI. Currently, the LMC are responsible for promotion and education 
of NI beef but their remit is narrow. The findings may help inform the remit for promotion 
and education by the LMC, potentially in the interim, until the establishment of a marketing 
body. The marketing body is regarded as critical for the future success of the beef industry.  
 
9.5. STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
9.5.1. Strengths 
This PhD has made a significant contribution to research in the NI agri-food industry, and 
specifically within the beef industry. The studies took a holistic approach to examining the 
NI beef supply chain, examining multiple elements of supply chain functioning. Further, it 
used perceptions of numerous stakeholder groups to provide an overall review of the 
optimal performance, further contributing to the originality of this research. Within each 
stakeholder group, every effort was made to ensure a range of participants were 
interviewed so that the individual opinions sought were as representative of the group as 
reasonably practical. Diverse sampling is important so that it can ‘…inform the quality of 
inferences made by the researcher…stem[ing] from the underlying findings.’ (Onwuegbuzie 
and Collins, 2007, p.281). 
 
As this thesis was examining a multi-faceted and complex issue, it warranted a qualitative 
approach, and multiple qualitative methods were used to collect, analyse and disseminate 
data, including, semi-structured interviews, case studies and action research (workshop). 
Using multiple qualitative approaches is a particular strength of this thesis, as it enables 
triangulation of findings on a complex phenomenon, contributing to the credibility of the 
findings (Patton, 1999; Golafshani, 2003). In addition, the results were presented by theme 
from collated findings across the stakeholder groups, demonstrating further triangulation.  
The workshop provided a platform to disseminate the findings to key representatives and 
this is believed to be a particular strength of this research. The contribution the research 
made was validated in the workshop with key representatives from the beef sector, where 
it was considered “an excellent analysis…the best…within the industry so far!” (workshop 
participant) thereby, receiving validation from industry and government. However, it is 
important knowledge transfer of the results continues among industry and supportive 
functions in the supply chain. Furthermore, the workshop provided useful insights into 
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stakeholder interactions, and facilitated collective acknowledgement of issues and 
problems in the NI beef supply chain. 
 
The introduction chapter outlined what the research aimed to do in relation to the AFSB 
Going for Growth Strategy; namely, to investigate the total supply chain for identification of 
barriers and opportunities, which was considered under investigated, and to examine the 
appropriateness of PGI for red meat. Furthermore, it contributed significant findings in 
highlighting the barriers that may stand in the way of growth in the beef sector. Under the 
DAERA priority research areas, it identified the need to benchmark the NI beef industry 
against another EU beef system; this PhD benchmarked NI against Scotland which also had 
a PGI. 
 
Furthermore, the NI beef industry has a unique structure; extremely fragmented and small 
production systems, coupled with oligopolistic processing. Processing is considered less 
dominated in the UK mainland and production tends to be larger scale, with less 
fragmentation of land and operations. This proposed a unique situation in a region within a 
country that warranted investigation. Finally, this thesis has attempted to bring together 
and link a diverse range of opinions and topics (barriers and opportunities) that make up 
the NI beef industry, from marketing to relationships, from internal barriers to external 
barriers, and from the present to the future. The methods and approaches used and the 
learnings gained in this project could be used to investigate other NI agri-food supply 
chains, for example, the dairy supply chain, which is closely linked to the beef supply chain. 
 
9.5.2. Limitations and Future Research 
Firstly, it is important to acknowledge that results are based on perceptions and are 
therefore, subjective and not representative of all individuals within the examined 
stakeholder groups, particularly at the farming level where only 20 farmers of almost 20000 
were interviewed. Future research could focus on collecting data using a questionnaire over 
a large sample size, to help validate findings from farmer interviews and identify any 
differences among farmers. This could then be used to highlight particular groups of 
farmers that may be considered to be more business orientated or innovative. 
 
In addition, it is impossible to consider every individual involved in the beef supply chain, 
however, upon reflection there are other supply chain nodes not considered initially that 
would warrant inclusion in future studies. These groups include, feed operators, other 
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research institutions such as Agri-Food Quest and AgriSearch, other industry bodies such as 
Food NI, other lobby bodies such as NIMEA, and also consumers. The consumer perspective 
is particularly important in understanding what consumers’ value and future research 
should examine the perceptions of consumers in relation to what they value/want from 
beef, and what they regard as ‘good’ beef.  
 
During the interviews, stakeholder groups were afforded the opportunity to challenge the 
opinions of them made by other stakeholder groups. However, the farming node did not 
have this opportunity as these interviews were completed first. It is also important to note 
that the majority of interviews were carried out prior to the June 2016 referendum on the 
UK’s membership in the EU, and therefore results should be interpreted with this in mind. 
This may warrant further studies to examine opinions, particularly those of farmers and 
processors, in light of Brexit, and understand how much Brexit would feature in their 
discussions on barriers and opportunities in the beef supply chain. 
 
Participants made references to other systems/schemes such as, Meat Standards Australia 
(MSA)30, Silver Fern (New Zealand)31 and United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
beef schemes 32(USDA Prime, USDA Choice and USDA Select). However, these schemes 
were not investigated in detail, as the scope of this project was to compare NI with another 
EU platform (Scotch Beef). Future work should concentrate on feasibility of such schemes 
within the industry and additionally, the feasibility of developing our own system should be 
investigated, rather than attempting to make one of these other platforms fit the NI 
processes and system. This work did not examine the financial aspects of setting up 
schemes such as, PGI or MSA, therefore future work should involve a cost-benefit analysis 
of such schemes, to help industry identify if they are potential opportunities.  
 
In relation to the Scotch PGI case study, it relied heavily on grey sources of literature due to 
the limited peer reviewed sources of information. Where possible, grey literature was 
sourced from reputable websites such as the QMS site and food industry news sites. Results 
therefore need to be interpreted with this in mind, and further peer reviewed studies in 
this area appear warranted. Although, interviews were not deemed necessary for this case 
                                                          
30 https://www.mla.com.au/marketing-beef-and-lamb/meat-standards-australia/  
31 http://www.silverfernfarms.com/what-were-made-of/eating-quality-system/eating-quality-
system-grading-criteria/  
32 https://www.ams.usda.gov/grades-standards/beef/shields-and-marbling-pictures  
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study, it could be argued they may have helped corroborate the findings. Furthermore, the 
case in question only looked specifically at beef/red meat and the organisations involved in 
red meat, and did not consider other commodities in the Scottish agri-food industry, 
therefore caution should be exercised when extrapolating outside of this specific case. 
 
As there was limited literature in the area relationships and power exchanges in the farmer-
processor dyad, literature relating to more downstream relationships (processors-retailer) 
was used. This needs to be considered when extrapolating findings. This chapter provided a 
snapshot of beef farmer views on processors (and counter arguments from processors) in a 
small country context, where farming is characterised by small, fragmented operations 
coupled with a small numbers of processors. This context need to be considered when 
results are extrapolated to different scenarios or other operations in the food industry. 
Despite this, the study provided evidence of a relationship dyad in the beef industry that 
needed investigation, and has provided compelling evidence of the strained relationships 
burdened with issues of perceived power and trust dynamics in the beef sector. However, it 
only examined the farmer-processor dyad in detail. Overviews of the other relationships 
were provided but some of these relationships may warrant further in depth interpretation 
in future research. 
 
While the workshop based study provided useful insights into stakeholder interactions and 
collective acknowledgement of issues and problems in the NI beef supply chain, there are 
several limitations that need to be considered when results are interpreted. Firstly, it was 
not practical to record conversations at individual tables in full, therefore, some 
information may not have been captured. Secondly, the two discussion sessions of the 
workshop were not tape recorded, but rather, extensive handwritten notes taken. 
Recording the sessions would have required informed consent from all participates and 
been subject to all participants agreeing, and therefore was not deemed practical. 
Furthermore, tape recording the discussions may have resulted in conversations being less 
honest and frank. Finally, the more progressive type of farmer was invited to the workshop 
as it was felt they would contribute more to the discussion from an informed view point. 
However, the impact this had on the dynamics of the interactions at the workshop is 
unknown, but in this case, it has to be presumed it had a positive impact on the 
collectiveness of the group. Further work should oversee the knowledge transfer of thesis 





Using multiple methods of data collection and analysis, this PhD thesis has identified 
barriers to and opportunities for optimal performance in the NI beef supply chain. Multiple 
barriers were presented at each stage of the supply chain, as well as within the marketing 
structure and supply chain relationships. Improvements relating to marketing (‘Paint the NI 
Picture’), collaboration and collective action were proposed. In addition, this thesis 
highlighted the importance of having the right systems in place, based on the supply chain 
working together, to create the right product for the consumer, driven by consumer insight. 
It also proposed that the incentive must be sufficient to encourage the supply chain to 
produce a product that meets consumer demand, based on a system that rewards 
consistent quality on a decreasing scale. With the increasing importance of online grocery 
platforms, it is also important that the right platforms are used to deliver the product of 
desired quality/characteristics to the consumer. 
 
Specific recommendations were provided at the end of each chapter, however, an overall 
‘take home’ recommendation is proposed: 
The industry and supporting functions must act quickly to bring about change (physical, 
cultural, social and behavioural), so that the NI beef industry can improve its competitive 
position, profitability and resiliency in the beef market, particularly in light of the unknown 





COMPASSION IN WORLD FARMING, no date. Compassion in World Farming's 25 Year Plan 
for Food and Farming. Godalming: Compassion in World Farming.  
 
FEUZ, D.M., FAUSTI, S.W. and WAGNER, J.J., 1993. Analysis of the Efficiency of Four 
Marketing Methods for Slaughter Cattle. Agribusiness, 9(5), pp. 453-463.  
 
GOLAFSHANI, N., 2003. Understanding reliability and validity in qualitative research. The 
qualitative report, 8(4), pp. 597-606.  
 
HUGHES, D., 2004. Food Manufacturing. In: M. BOURLAKIS and P.W.H. WEIGHTMANN, eds, 
Food Supply Chain Management. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, pp. 99-115.  
 
LUTZ, A., 14th February 2017, 2017-last update, Warren Buffet just dropped Walmart and 
signaled the death of retail as we know it [Homepage of Business Insider UK], [Online]. 
Available: http://uk.businessinsider.com/warren-buffett-drops-walmart-stock-2017-2 
[July/29, 2017].  
 
NIMEA., no date. Northern Ireland Red Meat Processing and Marketing. Belfast: NI 
Assembly.  
 
ONWUEGBUZIE, A.J. and COLLINS, K.M., 2007. A typology of mixed methods sampling 
designs in social science research. The Qualitative Report, 12(2), pp. 281-316.  
 
PATTON, M.Q., 1999. Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. Health 
services research, 34(5 Pt 2), pp. 1189-1208.  
 
SZRAMIAK, J., 13th March 2017, 2017-last update, Amazon is the reason Warren Buffet sold 
Walmart [Homepage of Business Insider UK], [Online]. Available: 
http://uk.businessinsider.com/why-warren-buffett-sold-walmart-2017-3?r=US&IR=T 
[July/29, 2017].  
 
WAHBA, P., 15th February 2017, 2017-last update, Why Warren Buffet Has Dumped 90% of 
His Walmart Shares [Homepage of Fortune], [Online]. Available: 





Appendix 1: Assurance Scheme Comparison Table………………………………………………………….272 
Appendix 2: Interview Schedules…………………………………………………………………………………….280 
Appendix 3: Case Study Questions and Reporting Guide…………………………………………………305 
Appendix 4: Case Study Database……………………………………………………………………………………307 
Appendix 5: Workshop Presentation………………………………………………………………………….……321 





Farm Quality Assurance Scheme Comparison Table 
                                                          
33 https://www.lmcni.com/fs/doc/publications/fqas-standard-and-rules-april-2014.pdf 














Lamb34 (V: 3.0 Oct 
2014 (F)/V: 2.4 Jan 
2014 (T)/V: 2.2 Feb 
2010 (AM)/V:1, May 
2012 (P)) 
Scotch Beef 
PGI35 (V:16, Sept. 
2013 (Fe)/V:13, Nov 
2014 (F)/V:13, Nov 
2013 (T)/V:14, Feb 
2013 (AM)/ V:17, 












Voluntary Scheme (no legal 
requirement to join) 
Y Y Y Y Y 
  
Whole Chain Approach- 
Clearly defined standards for 
multiple nodes of the chain N Y Y Y 
Y 
Maybe merge with 
‘additional standards to 
farm standards’ below 
Lifetime Approach (see 




standards to farm standards: 





N  Y Y N Y 
NI/RT- feed stds contained 
within producer std (see 
below) 
 ROI- Feed Quality 
Assurance Scheme 
-auction markets 
N Y Y N N 
 NI/QSM- auction market 




N Y Y N N 
 ROI- contained within 
producer stds, hauliers must 
be registered with DAFF 
England/NI- Follow RT 
transport requirements 
-processor 
N Y Y Y Y 
 QSM- additional quality 
criteria  
-wholesaler/retail butcher 
N N N Y Y 
 QSM- additional quality 
criteria 





-markets/collection centres Y* Y Y Y* N   
-abattoir/processor 
N++ Y Y Y* Y 
NI- will qualify for RT status 
if moved through RT 
approved 
abattoir/processor  
-hauliers Y Y Y Y* N ROI- DAFF approved haulier  
-wholesaler/ retail butcher; 
to qualify for assured status 
N N N Y Y 
  
Own Scheme Standards Y** Y Y N Y   
Protected Geographical 
Indicator (PGI) 




Annual renewal of 
membership 
Y Y Y Y ?? 
  
Born, reared and 
slaughtered in scheme 
country 
N Y (UK wide) 
Y (Scotland 
only) 







Eating Quality Linked 
Standards: 
N N Y Y N  
-Maturation Requirements N N Y Y N  
-Age restriction at slaughter N N Y Y Y  
-Rejection of breeding or in 
calf females 
N N Y Y N  
-Carcase Specifications 
(specified fat class and 
conformation) 
N N Y Y N 
In most cases, carcase 
specification will be dictated 
by customer requirements. 
-Specific  Standards for 
Mince Beef 
N N N Y N  
-Specific Standards for 
Burgers 
N N N Y N  







Y Y Y 
 ROI- independent 
subsidiary board within 
Bord Bia 
Independent certification Y Y Y Y Y   
Membership/registration/lic
ensing for logo use 







Number of farm standards 8 13 11 Varies*** 
15 
QMS do not recognise any 
other farm assurance 
scheme part the RT dairy 
assurance scheme, only 
applicable to dairy calves 
under 100 days old sold 
from RT dairy approved 
farm to QMS approved farm  
Assured farm residency 










Must purchase stock from 
assured farm 
N N 




Surveillance sampling for 
illegal substances 
Y N N N Y 
  











months)   
Spot Checks Y Y Y Y N   
Purchase of feed from 
assured source 
Y (UFAS) Y (UFAS) 




Y (UFAS) Y 
 ROI- DAFF approved 
suppliers and in accordance 
with Feed Quality Assurance 
Scheme 
Outside Imports accepted 




















Use of own farm vehicle for 
animal transport 
Y Y Y Y Y 
  
Transport Standards (Haulage companies) 
Differences between RT Transport Standards and QMS Haulage Standards not compelling. QMS recognised RT transport scheme as equivalent 
Auction Market Standards 

















announced)   
Update PGI information N Y   
Existence of Animal Welfare 
Officer at market 
Y Y 
  
Existence of Biosecurity 
Officer at market 
N Y 
  
Sourcing of feed from 
assured source 
Y (UFAS) 
Y (QMS Feed 
Assruance 
Scheme 
Member)   
Clean livestock policy N
+++ Y   
Dog Policy N
+++ Y   
Alternative water supply in 
case of mains failure 
N Y 
  
Maintenance of equipment N Y   
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Maintenance of records of 
Farm Assured (FA) and Non 
Assured (NA) cattle entering 
and leaving market 
Y Y▪ 
  
Staff must be appropriately 
trained for their role 
Y Y 
  
Relevant auction market 
staff must complete relevant 
NVQs for handling stock 
N Y 
  




Maintain records of cleaning 
and disinfecting of market 
Y N 
  
Prohibition of mixing of 
assured and non-assured 
cattle 
Y 
N (as long as 





Stipulation of maximum time 




Displaying of contact details 
at site entrance 
Y N 
  
All records must be kept for 









Procedure in place for 
removal of public causing 
distress to animals 
Y N 
  
Written biosecurity policy Y N   
Emergency contact list Y N   
Processor Standards 





Main differences captured 
but there are many minor 
differences between the 
standards not captured here 
Traceability Standards Y Y Y 
Food Safety Standards linked 
to BRC 
Y N N 
Product Quality Related 
Standards 
N Y N 




N Y N 
-specific suspension 
procedures 
N Y N 
- specific maturation 
procedures 
N Y N 
- packaging procedures N Y N 
-Operative training of key 
operations affecting quality 











V= Version, Revision, Issue 
Fe= Feed Standards 
F=Farm/Producer Standards 
T: Transport Standards 
AM: Auction Market Standards 
P: Processor Standards 
Further processing beyond 
mince and burgers included 
N Y▪▪ Y 
Premise must be licensed to 
use logo and descriptor 
Y Y Y 
Annual inspection 
Y N▪▪▪ 
N (every 18 
months) 
Spot checks Y N Y 




Interview Schedule- Qualitative Interviews for Northern Ireland Beef Farmers for the 
project: ‘Competitiveness and Resiliency of the Northern Ireland Total Beef Supply Chain.’ 
Prior to Interview: Ensure informed consent from participant is gained prior to interview. If 
in person, this will be a signed informed consent document and if over the telephone, it will 
be verbal acknowledgment of participant to take part. Ensure participant is eligible for 
interview based on completed screening questionnaire 
Tell participant: This interview aims to understand more about what you think are the key 
drivers and barriers are in the NI beef industry based on your personal opinion or 
experience. The interview is split into 5 sections and shouldn’t last any more than 45 
minutes. Please answer questions in respect of the farming industry and/or the beef 
industry as a whole; there are no right or wrong answers. Please be as open and honest as 
possible and please be aware that you can chose not to answer any questions you do not 
feel comfortable answering. You may also withdraw from the interview or study at any 
time without reason.  
Introduction 
To get started, could you tell me a bit more about your background/experience in the 
beef farming industry? 
 
By this I mean, how did you get into farming? How long have you been farming for? 
 
Prompts: 
Why did you moved from X farming to beef farming? 
What are your reasons for your other farming endeavours? 
Will you pass the farm onto your children? 
Reasons for other endeavours such as farm shop, procurement. 
 
In general, how would you describe the current Northern Irish Beef Industry? (MH) 
 
By this I mean, is it successful? Is is growing? 
 
Prompts: 
What are its strengths? (FQAS, suitable land for production, good availability of grass and 
water) 
What are its weaknesses? (Aging farming population, high dependency on few export 
markets, high dependency on CAP, high production costs, limited expenditure on marketing 
& promotion, and no strong brand identify). 
 
Aim 1- Competitiveness and Resiliency of NI beef chain, identification of barriers and 
facilitators to optimal performance 
 
Competitiveness describes to the capability and performance of a business, sub-sector or 
country to compete and supply goods and/or services at a favourable price and of an 
expected standard, while providing satisfactory returns, in their respective marketplace in 




Resiliency: the ability to bounce back/recover from supply chain events,’ where events can 
refer to the current status quo, i.e. can the NI beef industry continue to operate in the 
future as it is presently. 
 
 
How competitive to you think the NI beef industry is? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
High dependency on small number of export markets? 
Access to new markets? 
Low profitability, high dependency on CAP, high production costs? 
Declining meat supply? 
FARM SHOP ONLY: Does it make you a bit more competitive in the market as a farmer? 
Are we on power with UK counterparts and ROI? Are they in the same situation? 
 
 
How resilient do you think the NI beef industry is? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Can the industry continue to operate ‘as is’? 
Price fluctuations? 
Changing policies? 
Ability to purchase ROI cattle?  
 
 





Imports from particularly outside the EU? 
Inconsistency in what is deemed ‘out of spec’ depending on supply and demand? 
Dependence on retailers to take beef? Insufficient access to third country markets? 
Ageing farming population? 
EU controls on BSE? 
 
 
What opportunities for growth do you see in the NI beef industry and how would you 
recommend these are developed? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Better utilisation of the dairy herd? 
Reduced production costs? 
Export more? Follow ROI and export to US, other non EU markets for premium? 
All Ireland PGI to aid export potential? Brand identity? 
Less restrictions- BSE Legacy? 
More competition? Less monopolisation further up the chain? 





Any other current or future threats to the growth and development of the NI beef 
industry? 
 
Aim 2- Farmer perceptions of USPs of NI beef 
 
What aspects of NI beef are worth marketing? What are the USP of NI beef? (MH) 
 
Looking for: the quality, farming methods, safety, heritage, sustainability, traceability, 
animal welfare, green grass, eating quality? 
 
Prompts: 
How could we differentiate N.I. beef to UK and ROI beef? 
 
 
How well do you think NI beef is marketed? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
With the levy currently were it is, is more marketing/promotion even possible? 
To the average UK/NI consumer in the home countries? 
To potential new export markets? 
 
 




Is this the retailer’s priority also? 
 
Aim 3- Farmer’s perceptions of NIBL FQAS 








Do you belong to any other scheme?- Reasons for this? 
 
What does the scheme involve? What changes in practices were required in order to 
comply with the scheme? 
Looking for: record keeping, training, animal welfare changes, transport arrangement 
 
 
What are the major benefits of belonging to this scheme? 
Prompts: 
Does it give value to you as a farmer? 
Why do you think it may be important to the abattoir/meat processor/retailer, if at all? 
Secured market access? 
Give value/confidence to consumer? 
Improve production methods? 
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Ensures compliance to legislation? 
Price premium? 
Stronger links with supply chain counterparts? 
 
 
What are the problems or drawbacks associated with belonging to this scheme? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 




Reduced independence as a farmer? 
 
Considering the drawbacks, what makes you continue with the scheme? 
 
Prompts: 
Would you be part of the scheme if there was no penalty for not being part of it? 
 
Can you suggest any improvements that could be made to the scheme? (MH) 
 
Aim 4- Relationships between farmers and abattoirs and understand potential merits of a 
more collaborative relationship along the length of the chain. 
 
You said you in the screening questionnaire you supply to X abattoir/ Direct sell/ sell at 
auction, can you tell me a bit more about the reasons why? (MH) 
 
By this I mean, what abattoirs/finishers do you sell to/ auction market used? 
 
Prompts: 
Have you supplied X abattoirs for a long time? 
Do you supply X because it is close in proximity? 
Auction only: is there an alternative? Is the lack of alternative a problem? 
 
How would you describe the typical relationship between you as the farmer and the 
abattoir? With auction there is no business relationship so to speak, it’s a free market? 
(MH) 
 
By this I mean, is it a good, profitable, fair relationship? 
 
Prompts: 
Is there one particular person you deal with? If so, what are your reasons? 
How the relationship became strong? 
How the relationship became strained? 
Who has the power? How do they exercise control? How does that impact you? 
Would the situation change depending on abattoir used? 
 
How would you describe your selling arrangement with the abattoir/ finisher (s)/ market? 
 





Is your selling arrangement one based on reputation and trust over the many years of 
business together? 
Reasons for selling finished animals at auction rather than selling to abattoir? 
Could you tell me about an arrangement that would work better for you, if any? 
Is pricing is based on what is happening in the market? (No formal, written contract). 
 
How might more coordination between farmer and abattoir (or auction market) and 
consequently along the length of the chain, be of benefit? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Would a more equal power distribution be more beneficial? 
Clearer/ standardised requirements from abattoirs? 
Less inconsistency on what is deemed ‘out of spec’? 
Greater farmer consultation when changes are made? 
Legislation? 
Are collaboration and partnerships along the length of the chain key to success? 
 
 
What would need to change/ happen in order to make a coordinated approach successful 
between farmers and abattoirs and consequently the rest of the chain? (MH) 
 
Aim 5- Merits and disadvantages of a fully integrated system similar to Scotch Beef PGI on 
Island of Ireland. 
 
We have talked about our current beef supply chain and FQAS….. 
 
Scotch Beef PGI assurance scheme has 4 key elements which we do not have: 
1. PGI-legal guarantees that Cattle are born, reared and slaughtered within Scotland. 
Essentially at the minute neither non assured NI beef or farm assured NI beef does 
not guarantee born, rearing and slaughtering of cattle in NI. 
2. Whole Life- cattle must spend entirety of life on assured holding, not just 90 days 
as we have here. 
3. Whole Chain- Each member of the supply chain has standards to follow (feed, farm 
[similar to what you already have in FQAS], transport, auction market, processing) 
requiring coordination and feedback in the supply chain.  
4. Eating Quality Guarantee- guarantees eating quality of the beef attributable to 
production methods (predominantly grass based production, extensive, age 
restrictions at slaughter), geographical area (climate-rain and grass), and processing 
practices (maturation policies). 
5. On top of this, they promote it very well with tapping into farming sustainability 
(abundant water supply, extensive and natural production methods, carbon 
emission reductions) but also the social sustainability side (heritage, farming 
families, sustaining jobs) 
 
Do you think a scheme encompassing these 4 key elements would be of value to the 
industry? If so, in what way? (For arguments sake, all stakeholders including the UK 
retailer are bought into the scheme) (MH) 
 
Prompts: 





Improved export market access? 
Add value? Brand identity? 
Any opinions or concerns on PGI/ whole life/ whole chain/ eating quality guarantee? 
 
Would an all-Ireland PGI approach be more applicable/work better/less constraining? In 
what ways? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Movement of cattle north and south of the border with no issues (for arguments sake, 
retailer has agreed to this)? 
Constraints of using ‘nomad’ cattle from ROI could be eased? 
Less constraints on abattoirs to slaughter in NI only? 
 
 
As a farmer, what would you need to happen or change in order to join a scheme similar 
to this (encompassing PGI status, whole chain, whole life assurance and eating quality 




In your own opinion, if you had to pick, what would be the most important aspect in 
order to make the N.I. beef industry more competitive and resilient? 
 
 
Is there anything else you feel is important to say that we haven’t touched on? 
 
 
Thanks and close  
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Interview Schedule- Qualitative Interviews for Northern Ireland Beef Processors for the 
project: ‘Competitiveness and Resilience of the Northern Ireland Total Beef Supply Chain.’ 
Prior to Interview: Ensure informed consent from participant and company (in writing) is 
gained prior to interview. If in person, this will be a signed informed consent document and 
if over the telephone, it will be verbal acknowledgment of participant to take part. Ensure 
participant is eligible for interview based on completed screening questionnaire. 
Tell participant: This interview aims to understand more about what you think are the key 
drivers and barriers are in the NI beef industry based on your personal opinion or 
experience. The interview is split into 5 sections and shouldn’t last any more than 60 
minutes. Please answer questions in perspective of a processor in the beef industry or the 
industry as a whole; there are no right or wrong answers. Please be as open and honest as 
possible and please be aware that you can chose not to answer any questions you do not 
feel comfortable answering. You may also withdraw from the interview or study at any 
time without reason.  
INTRODUCTION 
To get started, could you tell me a bit more about your experience in the beef industry 
and about your role today within the company? 
 
By this I mean, how did you get to where you are today? 
 
Prompts: 
Can you tell me a bit about your role in the company and what that involves? 
 
 




What are its strengths? (FQAS, suitable land for production, good availability of grass and 
water) 
What are its weaknesses? (Aging farming population, high dependency on few export 
markets, high dependency on CAP, high production costs, limited expenditure on marketing 
& promotion, and no strong brand identify). 
 
AIM 1- COMPETITIVENSS AND RESILIENCE OF THE NI BEEF CHAIN, IDENTIFICATION OF 
BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS TO OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE 
 
Competitiveness describes to the capability and performance of a business, sub-sector or country to 
compete and supply goods and/or services at a favourable price and of an expected standard, while 
providing satisfactory returns, in their respective marketplace in relation to other businesses, sub-
sector or countries engaged in the same market. 
 
Resilience: the ability to bounce back/recover from supply chain events,’ where events can refer to 
the current status quo, i.e. can the NI beef industry continue to operate in the future as it is presently. 
 





What is stopping us being more competitive globally? Could we be more competitive? 
High dependency on small number of export markets? 
Access to new markets? 
Chicken vs beef? 
Are farmers competitive/ remaining competitive? Why/ why not? 
Are we on par with UK counterparts and ROI? 
 
How resilient do you think the NI beef industry is? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Can the industry continue to operate ‘as is’? 
Price fluctuations? 
Changing policies? 
Are we becoming less resilient? Why? 
 
 
What is holding back and prohibiting the NI beef industry performing optimally? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 





Dependence on retailers? Insufficient access to third country markets? 
 
What difficulties do you face in the processing industry? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Carcase balance- difficult to get a margin on certain cuts? Deal with surplus? 
Does nomad issue impact you as a processor? Or do you still have an outlet? 
 
 
What opportunities do you see in the NI beef industry and how would you recommend 
these are developed? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Better utilisation of the dairy herd? 
Non UK export opportunities? 
Niche market? 
Brand identity? PGI status? 
Value added? 
Less restrictions/ red tape- BSE Legacy? 
More competition? 
Better relationships/ coordination among the supply chain? 
 
AIM 2- PROCESSOR PERCEPTIONS OF USPS OF NI BEEF 
 





What is stopping us marketing it better? 
With the levy currently were it is, is more marketing/promotion even possible? 
How well is it promoted at home? 
How well is it promoted on the global market? 
 
What aspects of NI beef are worth marketing? What are the USPs of NI beef? (MH) 
 
Looking for: the quality, farming methods, safety, heritage, sustainability, traceability, 
animal welfare, green grass, eating quality, endorsement, healthy benefits, partner 
products? 
 




Currently, marketing efforts of produce is the responsibility of each processor. What is 
your opinion on the single marketing board agenda? 
 
Prompts: 
Would you prefer to be in control of your own marketing? 
What disadvantages do you see with a single marketing agenda? 
What advantages do you see with a single marketing agenda? 
 
AIM 3- PROCESSORS PERCEPTIONS OF NIBL FQAS 




Why do you think it may be important to the retailer, if at all? 
Secured market access? 
Give value/confidence to consumer? 
Benefits vs drawbacks? 
 
What would your outlet be for non FQAS beef? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Is it only important to the retailer? 
Is non FQAS beef of lesser value to you as processor? 
Segregation of FQA beef and non FQA beef? 
 
 
Do you think FQAS important to the consumer? In what way? (MH) 
 
Prompt: 
Is price more important? 
Do you think consumers know what it means? (assures the farm, doesn’t make it taste any 
better) 
Do you think they assume it is lifetime assured? 
 





In my interviews with farmers, there is very split opinion on the fairness of penalty 
introduction for non FQAS cattle, what would you say in response? (MH) 
 
 
Can you suggest any improvements that could be made to the current scheme?  
 
AIM 4- RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PROCESSORS AND FARMERS AND PROCESSORS AND 
RETAILERS AND UNDERSTANDING MERITS OF A MORE COLLABORATIVE RELATIONSHIPS 
IN THE CHAIN 
 




Have you seen a change in this relationships over the last 12-24 months? 
Is it mutually beneficial? 
Would you say there is a distinct lack of trust between farmers and processors? 
There is a bit of an Us and Them mentality? 
Benefit from more formal contracts? Feedlots- are they the right way to go? 
 
How would you describe the typical relationship between you as the processor and your 
retail customers? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Is it mutually beneficial? 
Have you seen a changes in this relationship dynamic in light of price wars? 
Would you be concerned about instability in retail multiple contracts? 
Would you say there is a distinct lack of trust between processors and retailers? 
How would a relationship with a food service customer compare to a retail customer? 
 
How would you describe relationships between processors? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Some would say X have a lot of power within the processing sector, is that fair/ unfair 
assumption? 
Some farmers would say it’s a love-hate relationship between processors and that they 
work together at the detriment of the farmer when it comes to price setting and policy 
changes but equally, are business enemies, is that fair/unfair? 
 
How would you describe the working relationships between processors and Government 
(DARD) representatives? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
It has been argued that processors would be good lobbyers with government as they are 
obviously contributing a lot to the economy and employment, is that fair/unfair? 
 
 
How would you describe the power dynamics in the beef chain? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Who holds the power? 
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How do they exercise this control? 
How does it impact you? 
Is retailer power relative to volume? 
 
 
How might more coordination along the length of the chain be of benefit? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Help you deal with changes in retailer policies and as a result, allow for more consultation 
with farmers? 
Are producer groups a benefit? In what way? 
Are collaboration and partnerships along the length of the chain key to success? 
 
 
AIM 5- MERITS AND DISADVANTAGES OF A SIMILAR SYSTEM TO SCOTCH BEEF PGI ON 
ISLAND OF IRELAND. 
 
We have talked about our current beef supply chain and FQAS but before we go onto that I 
just have a few questions on labelling for my own understanding. 
 
Excluding the FQAS, the compulsory labelling information on birth, rearing and 
slaughtering and retailer issues with nomad, in its simplest form, what is the criteria in 
order to use “Northern Irish Beef” on the label? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
If an animal was born and reared in ROI but slaughtered/cut in NI, can it legally be called 
Northern Irish beef? 
If an animal was born and reared in England/Scotland/ Wales but slaughtered/cut in NI, can 
it legally be called Northern Irish beef? 
If an animal was born in England, reared in NI and slaughtered in ROI, can it be legally called 
Northern Irish beef? 
I can imagine you have labelling issues in NI because sometimes it would be advantageous 
to use Irish and sometimes more applicable to use British? 
 
Scotch Beef PGI assurance scheme has 4 key elements which we do not have: 
1. PGI-legal guarantees that Cattle are born, reared and slaughtered within Scotland. 
Essentially at the minute neither non assured NI beef or farm assured NI beef does 
not guarantee born, rearing and slaughtering of cattle in NI. 
2. Lifetime Assurance- cattle must spend entirety of life on assured holding, not just 
90 days as we have here. 
3. Whole Chain- Each member of the supply chain has standards to follow (feed, farm, 
transport, auction market, processing)- Similar to red tractor. 
 
Fourth element is a bit more tangible/ questionable- cleaver perceptive marketing 
4. Quality Guarantee- quality of the beef attributable to production methods 
(predominantly grass based production, extensive, age restrictions at slaughter), 
geographical area. 
 
On top of this, they promote it very well with tapping into farming sustainability 
(abundant water supply, extensive and natural production methods, carbon emission 
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reductions) but also the social sustainability side (heritage, farming families, and sustaining 
jobs) 
 
Do you think a scheme encompassing these 4 key elements (PGI, lifetime assurance, 
whole chain and quality guarantee) would be of value to the industry? If so, in what way? 
(MH) 
Prompts: 
Is it a PGI related scheme appropriate for NI? 
Improved export market access? 
Improved returns? 
Add value? Brand identity? 
Any opinions or concerns? 
 
If you had to pay more for a scheme like this, how much would you be willing to pay and 
what benefits would you like to see in exchange? (MH) 
 
Would an all-Ireland PGI approach be more applicable/work better/less constraining? In 
what ways? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Constraints of using ‘nomad’ cattle from ROI could be eased? 
Less constraints on abattoirs to slaughter in NI only? 
 
 
The farming community are adamant there would have to be a price premium that is 
guaranteed to be returned to the farmer and can’t be taken away. What would your 
opinion be on that? (MH) 
 
 
How would you envisaging this scheme working? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Would it have to be a closed herd? 
Confined to suckler herd? 
Niche market? 
Replace FQAS or run alongside it as premium scheme? 
 
 
What would your opinion be on building on the Food Fortress idea as a scheme in itself? 
 
 
As a processor, what would you need to happen or change in order to join a scheme 
similar to SB (encompassing PGI status, whole chain, whole life assurance and eating 




Is there anything else you feel is important to say that we haven’t touched on? 
 
Thanks and close 
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Interview Schedule- Qualitative Interviews for Northern Ireland Governmental 
departments and bodies for the project: ‘Competitiveness and Resilience of the Northern 
Ireland Total Beef Supply Chain.’ 
 
Prior to Interview: Ensure informed consent from participant is gained prior to interview. If 
in person, this will be a signed informed consent document and if over the telephone, it will 
be verbal acknowledgment of participant to take part. Ensure participant is eligible for 
interview based on completed screening questionnaire. 
 
Tell participant: This interview aims to understand more about what you think are the key 
drivers and barriers are in the NI beef industry based on your personal opinion or 
experience. The interview is split into 5 sections and shouldn’t last any more than 60 
minutes. Please answer questions in perspective of a government representative (in the 
beef industry or the industry as a whole; there are no right or wrong answers. Please be as 
open and honest as possible and please be aware that you can chose not to answer any 
questions you do not feel comfortable answering. You may also withdraw from the 
interview or study at any time without reason.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
To get started, could you tell me a bit more about your experience in the beef industry 
and about your role today? 
 
Prompts: 
Can you tell me a bit about your role in and what that involves? 
 




What are its strengths?  
 
What are its weaknesses? 
 
AIM 1- COMPETITIVENSS AND RESILIENCE OF THE NI BEEF CHAIN, IDENTIFICATION OF 
BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS TO OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE 
 
Competitiveness describes to the capability and performance of a business, sub-sector or country to 
compete and supply goods and/or services at a favourable price and of an expected standard, while 
providing satisfactory returns, in their respective marketplace in relation to other businesses, sub-
sector or countries engaged in the same market. 
 
Resilience: the ability to bounce back/recover from supply chain events,’ where events can refer to 
the current status quo, i.e. can the NI beef industry continue to operate in the future as it is presently. 
 
What makes the NI beef industry competitive or conversely, not competitive? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
What is stopping us being more competitive globally? Could we be more competitive? 
High dependency on small number of export markets? 
Access to new markets? 
Chicken vs beef? 
Competing with cheaper imports from EU and non EU countries? 
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Are we on par with UK counterparts and ROI? 
 
How resilient do you think the NI beef industry is? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Can the industry continue to operate ‘as is’? 
Price fluctuations? 
Changing policies? 
Are we becoming less resilient? Why? 
 




Government? Red Tape? 
Farmers? Receptive to advise given? (B and S advisors) 
Processors? 
Retailers? 
Nomad cattle an issue? 
Dependence on retailers? Insufficient access to third country markets? 
 
How would you respond if I was to tell you (X) have been identified as a barrier to 
optimal performance within the beef industry? 
 
Prompts: 
Has been argued that X move too slowly when it comes to things like getting closed 
markets opened? 
Has been argued that X have a ‘can’t do, won’t do’ attitude? 
Has been argued that X are more interested in dairy that beef? 
Has been argued that X are more interested in dairy research that beef research? 
 
Some stakeholders suggest that there is too much regulation in place to enable NI to 
make most of opportunities such as live export, how would you respond to that?  
 
Prompts: 
Stakeholders would say policy lacks realism and value sometimes, e.g. an ear tag in each 
year, how do you respond to that? 
 
It has been suggested that NI agricultural representation in Europe is poorer/less 
effective than compared to the effectiveness of ROI representatives?  
 
Prompts: 
Simon Coveny has more sway/ is more connected in Europe. 
 
Tell me about the particular difficulties faced at governmental/research level that may 
stop the NI beef industry from preforming more optimally? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Gaining access to closed markets? Controlled by DEFRA? 
Funding? R&D expenditure? 
Gaining confidence from the farming community? 
Receptiveness of farmers to advise? 
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Tied at the hands of EU government? 
 
What opportunities do you see in the NI beef industry and how would you recommend 
these are developed? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Genetic improvement projects/programmes? 
Improved rate of ‘in spec’ cattle? 
Better utilisation of the dairy herd? 
Non UK export opportunities? Opening of close markets? 
Brand identity? PGI status? 
Value added? 
More competition? 
Better relationships/ coordination among the supply chain? 
 
How do you feel about the AFSB Going for Growth strategy/ethos with regard to red 
meat? How achievable is it?  
 
Prompts: 
The idea of ‘one supply chain’, collaborative working, how achievable is it? 
Growth in external sales by 76%, grow value added by 65%, grow turnover £1.6 bn? 
 
How to you see the possible UK exit from the EU affecting the NI beef industry? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Decline in exports? 
Making exporting a lot more difficult? 
Become more reliant on GB retail market? 
 
AIM 2- GOVERNMENT PERCEPTIONS OF USPS OF NI BEEF 
 
Thinking about NI beef in general, not specifically FQAS, what is your current stance or 
opinion on the marketing and promotion of NI beef? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
How well is it promoted at home? 
How well is it promoted on the global market?  
What is stopping us marketing it better? 
With the levy currently were it is, is more marketing/promotion even possible?  
 
Thinking about NI beef in general, not specifically FQAS, what aspects of NI beef are 
worth marketing? What are the USPs of NI beef? (MH) 
 
Looking for: the quality, farming methods, safety, heritage, sustainability, traceability, 
animal welfare, green grass, eating quality, endorsement, healthy benefits, partner 
products? 
 
What do you think are the priorities of retailers are when purchasing beef from NI? 
 
Currently, finding markets for NI beef (not FQAS) is the responsibility of each processor. 





What disadvantages do you see with a single marketing agenda? 
What advantages do you see with a single marketing agenda? 
 
AIM 3- GOVERNEMENTAL PERCEPTIONS OF NIBL FQAS 
Tell me about what value you think FQAS brings to the NI beef industry? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Secured market access? 
Give value/confidence to consumer? 
 
Tell me about the drawbacks you think the FQAS brings to the NI beef industry? (MH) 
 
 
In what way, is FQAS important or conversely not important to the consumer? (MH) 
 
Prompt: 
Is it still of value today to the more savvy consumer? 
Is price more important? 
Do you think consumers know what it means? 
Do you think they assume it is lifetime assured? 
 
How is FQAS important for competing on an international market? (MH) 
 
 
Can you suggest any improvements that could be made to the current scheme?  
 
Since the 3 year advertising campaign for FQAS kicked off in January 2014, what has the 
impact of that been on FQAS meat?  
 
Prompts: 
Have you seen an improvement in sales? 
 
AIM 4- RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN GOVERNMENT AND OTHER SUPPLY CHAIN 
STAKEHOLDERS AND UNDERSTANDING MERITS OF A MORE COLLABORATIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS IN THE CHAIN 
 
How would you describe the typical relationship/dynamics between government and 
beef farmers? (MH) 
 
Prompts:  
Would you say there is a distinct lack of trust between farmers and government? 
Farmers say they feel underappreciated and as if they are always being watched? 
 
How would you describe the typical relationship/dynamics between government and NI 
beef processors? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 




There has been accusations that red meat processors as a collective are able to lobby 
harder for example, policy change that favours processors, how would you respond to 
that? 
 
How would you describe the power dynamics in the beef chain? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Who holds the power? 
How do they exercise this control? 
How does it impact government? 
 
How do you see the AFSB vision of more collaboration along the red meat chain being a 
benefit to the NI beef industry? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
What positives will come from it? 
Do you see any difficulties with this type of approach? 
Is it achievable? 
 
AIM 5- MERITS AND DISADVANTAGES OF A SIMILAR SYSTEM TO SCOTCH BEEF PGI ON 
ISLAND OF IRELAND. 
 
Scotch Beef PGI assurance scheme has 4 key elements which we do not have: 
1. PGI-legal guarantees that Cattle are born, reared and slaughtered within Scotland.  
2. Lifetime Assurance- cattle must spend entirety of life on assured holding, not just 
90 days as we have here. 
3. Whole Chain- Each member of the supply chain has standards to follow (feed, farm, 
transport, auction market, processing)- Similar to red tractor. 
Fourth element is a bit more tangible/ questionable- cleaver perceptive marketing 
4. Quality Guarantee- quality of the beef attributable to production methods 
(predominantly grass based production, extensive, age restrictions at slaughter), 
geographical area. 
 
On top of this, they promote it very well with tapping into farming sustainability 
(abundant water supply, extensive and natural production methods, carbon emission 
reductions) but also the social sustainability side (heritage, farming families, and sustaining 
jobs) 
 
Do you think a scheme encompassing these 4 key elements (PGI, lifetime assurance, 
whole chain and quality guarantee) would be of value to the beef industry in NI? If so, in 
what way? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Is it a PGI related scheme appropriate for NI? 
Improved export market access? 
Improved returns? 
Add value? Brand identity? 
Any opinions or concerns? 
 
Would an all-Ireland PGI approach be more applicable/work better/less constraining? In 





Constraints of using ‘nomad’ cattle from ROI could be eased? 
Less constraints on abattoirs to slaughter in NI only? 
 
How would you envisaging a scheme like this working? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Would it have to be a closed herd? 
Confined to suckler herd? 
Niche market? 
Replace FQAS or run alongside it as premium scheme? 
Would it be more valuable to build on the Food Fortress idea as a scheme in itself? 
 
The farming community are adamant there would have to be a price premium that is 
guaranteed to be returned to the farmer and can’t be taken away. What would your 
opinion be on that? (MH) 
 
In your opinion what would you need to happen or change in order to join a scheme 
similar to SB PGI if such a scheme was available? 
 
Close 
Is there anything else you feel is important to say that we haven’t touched on? 
 
 




Interview Schedule- Qualitative Interviews for GB Retailers for the project: 
‘Competitiveness and Resilience of the Northern Ireland Total Beef Supply Chain.’ 
 
Prior to Interview: Ensure informed consent from participant and company (in writing) is 
gained prior to interview. If in person, this will be a signed informed consent document and 
if over the telephone, it will be verbal acknowledgment to take part. Ensure participant is 
eligible for interview based on completed screening questionnaire. 
 
Tell participant: This interview aims to identify what you believe are the barriers to 
competitiveness in beef production/processing in NI and to understand perceptions related 
to the quality and confidence retailers have in the NI beef industry. Additionally, it aims to 
understand the retailers purchasing priorities for beef procured from NI and test 
perceptions of alternative means of assuring quality (PGI approach). The interview 
shouldn’t last any more than 60 minutes. Please answer questions in perspective of the 
retailer; there are no right or wrong answers and answers are based on 
opinion/experience. Please be as open and honest as possible and please be aware that 
you can chose not to answer any questions you do not feel comfortable answering. You 




To get started, could you tell me a bit more about your experience in the beef industry 
and about your role today within the company? 
 
Thinking about the experiences/observations in the NI beef industry, how would you 
describe the current beef situation in the Northern Ireland? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
What are its strengths?  
What are its weaknesses? 
 
AIM 1- IDENTIFICATION OF BARRIERS TO OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE AND PURCHASING 
PRIORITIES OF RETAILERS 
 
What is holding back and prohibiting the NI beef industry as whole performing more 
optimally? What do you see as the barriers? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 







What difficulties or problems do you face in the food retailing industry, particular in 
regard to beef procured and sold? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Issues with supply/ demand 
In spec animals/cuts- getting correct quality? 
Seasonality of beef impacts the buyers procurement practices? 
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It has been argued, retailer promotional activity creates uncertainty in demand being 
pushed to processors and consequential a bull whip effect on farmers and it can result in 
excess stock, under supply, increased delivery costs, how would you respond to that? 
(MH) 
 
Can you tell me a little about your Corporate Social Responsibility plans? 
 
Prompts: 
Do you think CSR is important to the consumer? Does it increase their loyalty, enhance your 
reputation with consumers? 
Is it important for your suppliers to engage in CSR activities also? 
 
In terms of procurement, what is your procurement policy on beef? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
UK and Irish? 
EU imports? 
Non EU imports? (lower stds, intensive farming, hormone use) 
Does responsible procurement form part of your CSR strategy? 
Is price more important than staying committed to sourcing UK/Irish beef? 
 
What opportunities do you see in the NI beef industry that we could grasp and how 
would you recommend these are developed? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Better utilisation of the dairy herd? 
Niche market? 
Brand identity? PGI status? 
Value added? 
Better relationships/ coordination among the supply chain? 
 
Competitiveness describes to the capability and performance of a business, sub-sector or country to 
compete and supply goods and/or services at a favourable price and of an expected standard, while 
providing satisfactory returns, in their respective marketplace in relation to other businesses, sub-
sector or countries engaged in the same market. 
 
Thinking about everything we have just talked about and the definition of 
competitiveness that I have just read, what makes the NI beef industry competitive or 
conversely, not competitive? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
It would be more in the retailers financial favour to buy euro zone beef? 
Could we be more competitive? 
Chicken vs beef? 
Are farmers competitive/ remaining competitive? Why/ why not? 
 
It has been suggested that our reliance on GB retailers, makes us less competitive as NI 
processors and farmers are very reliant on retailers to take our beef, would you have 




Resilience: the ability to bounce back/recover from supply chain events,’ where events can refer to 




How resilient do you think the beef industry is? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Can the industry continue to operate ‘as is’? 
How do you manage fluctuations? 
Do you find our farmers and/or processors adaptable? 
How important is the commitment to British/Irish beef by retailers in maintaining 
resilience? 
 
AIM 2 & 3- IDENTIFCATION OF QUALITY PARAMETERS AND USPS OF NI BEEF AND 
RETAILERS EXPECTATIONS OF SUPPLIERS 
 
What are you expectations of the product, i.e. beef? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
FQA, High welfare, traceability, UK/Irish origin, environmental friendly/low carbon 
footprint, eating quality, in spec, organic 
It has been argued that the primary goal for buyers is the best price and what the consumer 
actually wants is further down the list of priorities?  
 
What are your expectations of your suppliers, existing or prospective? (NI beef processors 




Supply chain integrity- end to end processing (everything happening on one site) 
Partnerships/ cooperation 
Adaptability 
Supplier engagement of CSR plans/practices 
Sustainability/ environmental practices/policies/schemes 
Ethical business 
Suppliers must supply OL beef 
Flexible pricing 
 
What USPs so you think NI beef offers? (MH) 
 
Looking for: the quality, farming methods, safety, heritage, sustainability, traceability, 
animal welfare, green grass, eating quality, endorsement, healthy benefits, partner 
products? 
 
Can you tell me what services/areas you are looking to develop/expand on in the future 
with regard to beef? 
 
Prompts: 
In what ways would your beef suppliers need to adapt to meet these requirements? 




What does XX (retailer) do differently compared to other UK food retailers? 
 
Prompts: 
Discounters: Less SKUs, consistently low prices rather than promotion, how? 
 
AIM 4 & 5- IDENITIFCATION OF RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS BETWEEN RETAILERS AND 
THEIR SUPPLIERS (PROCESSORS & FARMERS) AND THE MERITS OF A MORE 
COLLABORATIVE RELATIONSHIPS IN THE CHAIN 
 




Would you describe it as a partnership/ independent/ buyer dominant/supplier dominant? 
Has the relationship always been like this? 
Is this relationship a trusting one? How important is trust in this relationship? Advantages 
of trusting relationship? 
Would you be surprised if I told you that processors see the retailer-processor one as a case 
of retailer says ‘jump’ and the processor says ‘how high’? 
 
Can you describe a relationship with a supplier that is the opposite for what you just 
described? (good/bad) 
 




In this partnership, what do you expect from your suppliers? 
How important do you think personal bond between employees of the retailer and 
processors are? 
Would you have any concerns over personal bonds affecting objectivity? 
How important are long standing relationships between retailers and suppliers? 
 




What barriers currently exist to this more collaborative approach? 
Where does the farmer come into this collaboration? Is it important for retailers to have a 
collaborative relationship with farmers also? 
 
It has been argued that the interests of suppliers and buyers (retailers) are never fully 
compatible and there will always be contention, what would you opinion be on that? 
(MH) 
 
How would you describe the communication flow between retailers and beef processors 
when it comes to things like specification changes, policy changes etc? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
How important is the communication flow? 
It has been argued that the communication flow it one way, the processors communicate 
well with retailers but retailer to processor communication is poorer? 
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Could the communication flow be better? 
 
How quickly do you make forecast information available to suppliers? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
It has also been argued that this forecast information does not take into account the whole 
chain, i.e. retailer to processor to producers and as a result everyone in the chain is working 
to different demand patterns? 
 
If demand was to drop and thus order with the processor was reduced on any given week 
and the processor has planned and produced for the original order, how is that managed? 
(MH) 
 
It has been reported a lot of late that retailers need to be more transparent with pricing 
practices with some cases reporting farmers are getting paid 10 times less than what 
product is sold for on the shelf, how would you respond to that? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 




Can you describe the trading agreement between retailer and processors? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Contracted? It is strict or flexible? 
How is pricing agreed? For how long? 
It has been argued that the trading agreement isn’t in the processors favour as they have 
little protection in terms of contract termination? 
 
It has been argued that retailer business strategy shapes engagement and cooperation 
from suppliers, how much to you agree with that? 
 




Does this relationship exist? 
Do you see having a relationship with farmers as important? 
Is trust lacking in this relationship? 
Would you be surprised if I told you farmers don’t believe a relationship between retailers 
and them exist and that they see retailers in an unfavourable light? 
 
 




Do producer groups help improve the retailer-farmer relationship/interface? 
 





How would you describe the power dynamics in the beef chain? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Who holds the power? 
How do they exercise this control? 
 
It has been argued throughout academic and industry publications, e.g. competition 
commission that supply chain power is concentrated with the retailer (via practices 
including fines for recalls, sanctions for short orders, short term contracts that can be 
revoked with little notice or in some cases no contracts) with acquisitions of price setting 
and uneven distribution of margin weighed in the retailers favour, how would you 
respond to that? (MH) 
 
Prompts: 
Would you be surprised if I told you that other stakeholders have identified the retailer as 
holding the power? 
Competition commission has also touched on this issue of retailer power and consequently 
introduced the grocery adjudicator, how has the food retail industry responded to that? 
 
 
AIM 6- RETAILER OPENNESS TO A PGI APPROACH TO ASSURANCE FOR NI 
 




Are FQAS important to the consumer? 
Do you see a move to lifetime assurance in the future following the red tractor 
consultation? 
Sainsbury’s moved away from RT to FF, why do you think that is? 
 
Scotch Beef PGI assurance scheme has 4 key elements which we do not have: 
1. PGI-legal guarantees that Cattle are born, reared and slaughtered within Scotland. 
2. Lifetime Assurance- cattle must spend entirety of life on assured holding, not just 90 
days as we have here. 
3. Whole Chain- Each member of the supply chain has standards to follow (feed, farm, 
transport, auction market, processing)- Similar to red tractor. 
 
Fourth element is a bit more tangible/ questionable- cleaver perceptive marketing 
4. Quality Guarantee- quality of the beef attributable to production methods 
(predominantly grass based production, extensive, age restrictions at slaughter), 
geographical area. 
 
On top of this, they promote it very well with tapping into farming sustainability 
(abundant water supply, extensive and natural production methods, carbon emission 
reductions) but also the social sustainability side (heritage, farming families, and sustaining 
jobs 
 
If NI was to implement a PGI scheme, what would the retailers openness to stock it and 





Would it only be stocked in NI? 
Do you believe consumers would want it? 
Would it be advantageous to retailers and/or consumers? 
Would consumers pay the extra for it? 
 
Close 











Scotch Beef/QMS Case Study Protocol 
 
(A) Introduction to Case Study and Purpose of Protocol 
- The case study investigates the Scotch Beef PGI system and its organisational 
structure. Quality Meat Scotland is the body responsible for the governing, 
protecting and promoting of Scotch Beef but is ‘umbrella-ed’ by Scotland Food and 
Drink which is responsible for growing Scotland’s food and drink market. QMS looks 
after the red meat side of Scotland food and drink.  
- Scotch Beef has a Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) which is a legal 
guarantee from the European Union.  
- This case study aims to understand the critical elements contributing to Scotch Beef 
PGI success. 
- This protocol outlines the procedure to be taken to ensure all necessary steps are 




- The case study will take a single case design and will be a holistic case as there is 
only one unit of analysis- the workings of the Scotch Beef ‘system’ 
- The object of study is the examine the system and/or success factors  behind 
Scotch Beef/QMS 
 
(C) Case Selection 
- Scotch Beef PGI (and QMS) have been long established and are considered the 
benchmark in the UK red meat industry.  
- The requirements outlined under the priority research area by the Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) stipulated NI be benchmarked 
against another UK or EU system. Scotch Beef was picked as it is consider long 
standing and successful but also because it’s a relatively similar production 
system/set up to NI. 
 
(D) Data Collection and Analysis 
- Peer reviewed and grey sources of literature to be reviewed 
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- Sources will analysed and collated for triangulation of findings and arranged into 
themes 
- Evidence from peer reviewed sources will be given more weight than grey sources 
of literature 
(E) Study Limitations 
- Expected reliance on grey sources of literature 
- Interviews to corroborate findings will not be completed 
 




o Explanation of how themes link together 














Type and Aim 
of Study 









Grey Website ran 










Website contains useful 
information on who QMS are, 
what their role is and information 
about their board and team. It 
provides information relevant to 
both industry (market prices, 
standards etc) and consumer 
(health section). It provides 
information on standards that 
must be adhered to throughout 
the supply chain for farmers, 
processing, hauliers, auctioneers 
etc. In addition, it provides 
information on exports, their 
marketing schemes and 
campaigns and their “public 
responsibility” events (working 
with schools to encourage 
healthy eating) 
Reliable information from a trustworthy 
and reputable public body source. 
Information is highly accessible, vast and 
easily understood. 
 
Documents found on the website are 
uncontrolled and therefore accuracy 
cannot be guaranteed. Not a peer 














Website contained useful 
consumer based  information on 
what Scotch Beef is and how to, 
on a consumer level, understand 
what constitutes Scotch Beef. 
Website would be regarded as reliable 
and up to date due to the reputation and 













Type and Aim 
of Study 





Provided information on recipes, 
cooking matters as well as some 
more technical but consumer 
friendly information on 
authenticity, quality assurance 
and PGIs. 
Not a peer reviewed source. Information 
is not academic or technical, is set out for 
the average consumer. Despite this, 













Beef Club and 
the 
restaurants 
aligned to the 
club. 
Membership is an aspirational 
club and members are checked 
before they are given 
membership. They are revisited 
once a year and they must 
promote Scotch Beef on their 
menus as well as keep records of 
meat purchased 
Website is ran and underpinned by QMS, 
therefore reputable and information 
trustworthy. 
 
Not a peer reviewed source and 
information is basic. Information is not 
scientific or data based as is for the 
general understanding of the consumer, 






















3 types of sustainability that is 
afforded through the production 
of Scotch Beef and Lamb. 
Environmental (biodiversity, grass 
based systems, water supply etc), 
social  (heritage, families, jobs 
etc) and economic (contribution, 
assurance schemes, brand 
premium and challenges) 
Information leaflet was published in 2013, 
therefore relatively up to date and is 
produced by QMS and is therefore a 
reliable source of information 
 
Not a peer reviewed source, written for 
general public understanding. Information 
should still be regarded as accurate to 














Information on exports to US of 
Scotch Beef since 1990’s due to 
BSE. Exports due to commence in 
2014 
BBC is a reliable source of grey 
information. Less biased compared to 
other news reporting bodies as funded by 















Type and Aim 
of Study 
Main findings/ conclusions Strengths and Limitations Available at: 
Non peer reviewed source, not academic, 


















Scotch Beef received grant to aid 
with expanding on existing export 
countries as well as new 
countries (Germany and 
Scandinavia) and to create new 
retail contacts and increase use 
of Scotch Beef in restaurants 
Foodmanufacture.co.uk material is 
published by William Reed Business Media 
Ltd. Led by award winning journalists who 
scan all available scientific, technical and 
industry sources, as well as unpublished 
sources, primary data and expert opinion. 
Therefore, information could be deemed 
trustworthy. 
 
Information may be assimilated from grey 
literature some of which is not scientific 
and may not be accurate as peer reviewed 



















Tesco has committed to using 
100% Scotch beef across their 
counters and ranges (ED value, 
brand, finest and organic). 
Press release from QMS, therefore 
information is coming from reputable 
public body. 
 
Not a peer reviewed source, written for 
general public understanding. Information 
should still be regarded as accurate to 












is vital to 
reducing 




Report is linked to the article 
published in September 2014 
(not yet available online) stating 
that extensive farming for food 
Report is on University of Cambridge 
website highlighting the work of one of 
their scientists, therefore information 













Type and Aim 
of Study 
Main findings/ conclusions Strengths and Limitations Available at: 
climate 
change 
production leads to 
deforestation, extensive fertiliser 
use and methane level increases. 
We need to be less wasteful with 
food and have a balanced diet. 
article. University of Cambridge is a 
reputable university and information 
trustworthy 
 
Based on a peer reviewed article but not 
technically a peer reviewed source. 
Information may be slightly bias as the 
scientist who wrote the article for the 













Grey New article on 
greenhouse 
gases and how 






As above BBC is a reliable source of grey 
information. Less biased compared to 
other news reporting bodies as funded by 
UK taxpayer and must remain unbiased. 
 
Non peer reviewed source, not academic, 














Grey New article on 
greenhouse 
gases and how 







As above  Thescottishfarmer.co.uk material is 
published under Herald and Times Group, 
therefore information could be deemed 
trustworthy. Website is up to date and has 
a subscription service 
 
Information may be assimilated from grey 
literature some of which is not scientific 
and may not be accurate as peer reviewed 














Type and Aim 
of Study 












Grey Report from 
survey 
completed in 
the wake of 
horse meat 
scandal 
Scotch Beef it more trusted and 
approximately 50% of Scots like 
to buy local produce 
Registered organisation and provides 
statement to say they endeavour to 
ensure information is correct and any 
inaccuracies are corrected. 
 
Generalising of findings from survey, i.e. 
suggestions are made that scots trust 
Scotch Beef more. Doesn’t actually imply 
there is evidence for it. Non peer 
reviewed source, brings reliability and 










Call to end 
misleading 
labelling 









90% of consumers do not know 
difference between “Scotch” and 
“Scottish” 
Website has now been merged with 
Citazen’s Advice consumer services 
section, therefore deemed reputable and 
information can be trusted. 
 
No date information so hard to qualify its 
current relevance to the study. Not a peer 
reviewed source. Information will have 
bias towards the consumer as they are a 





















Scotch Beef includes the whole 
animal and assurance schemes 
do not specify the parts of the 
animal that can be called 
"scotch" and burger production is 
Information is easy to follow and despite 
the integrity of the website being called 
into question, there are positives. E.g. you 













Type and Aim 
of Study 
Main findings/ conclusions Strengths and Limitations Available at: 
and bared 
"Scotch 





were too good 
to be true? 
a good way to use 50% of carcase 
in minced form. QMS do not 
police parts of the animal which 
carry the brand 
newsletter which emphasis’ the 
professional nature of the website 
 
Website not operated by an official 
body/publishing house. It is ran by a 
solicitor who specialises in food law, 
therefore likely to be highly bias. Non peer 
reviewed source, therefore reliability of 












Grey New reports 
on the 
declining beef 
prices in UK 





Cost of prime beef has declined 
from £1400 at the start of 2014 
to £1100 at a cost of £60,000 per 
year to a farmer. Potential 
reasons for this are that 
supermarkets are sourcing 
cheaper meat from other EU 
countries. BRC contests this 
Potentially a source of reliable 
information. Website is kept up to date, 
therefore information should be up to 
date 
 
Has the potential to be bias and represent 
one side of the story. Not a peer reviewed 
source so therefore could be unreliable 




















Grey News/ press 
release 
describing the 







Dedication is recognised and is 
valuable part of why Scotch Beef 
is so successful. Important for all 
parts of the chain to understand 
the expectations and 
requirements of the other links- 
collaborative working 
Website appears to be up to date and is 
managed by World Wide News Daily 
Limited. It represents clients such as 
Dunbia, ABP, Linden Foods which are all 
reputable meat companies, therefore 
instilling trust in the website 
 
Not a peer reviewed source of 
information. However, there is limited 
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The specification for which 
“scotch beef” falls under has a 
detailed description of origins, 
rearing and slaughtering, the 
geographical area and the 
methods of production. 
Legally binding document (based on EU 
regulations), an information came from 
UK government, therefore information 
should be regarded as accurate and 
trustworthy 
 
Not a peer reviewed source of 
information and its legislation, therefore 
one sided and doesn’t see potential issues 










QMS, no date  Expert guide. 
Your free 
expert guide 
the red meat 




the issue of 
labelling and 
how different 
terms can be 
misleading 
Many different labels and 
symbols which refer to “Scotch”, 
“Scottish”, red tractor logo can 
be misleading. “Scottish” does 
not guarantee the assurance 
scheme and quality of “Scotch 
beef” 
Allow there is no date, the get behind the 
label campaign in a relatively new 
campaign for  QMS (2013/2014). 
Consumer orientated, therefore easy to 
understand, less chance to misinterpret. 
Information is being supplied by a 
reputable pubic body and should be 
deemed reliable, accurate and 
trustworthy 
 
Documents found on the website are 
uncontrolled and therefore accuracy 
cannot be guaranteed. Not a peer 














Type and Aim 
of Study 
Main findings/ conclusions Strengths and Limitations Available at: 
Despite the uncontrolled nature of 
documents, the public body’s reputation 
warrants trustworthiness of information. 
QMS, 2014  Guidelines 
for the use 


















Use of “Sottish Beef” prohibited 
on same packaging as Scotch 
Beef and PGI logos/descriptors. 
Use of PGI logo will be 
compulsory in January 2016. PGI 
logos and Scotch Beef Logos must 
appear in the same area of 
packaging. QMS owns the logos 
and descriptors and industry and 
retail must apply for the right to 
use them. PGI logo must be at 
least 15mm in diameter 
Information is being supplied by a 
reputable pubic body and should be 
deemed reliable, accurate and 
trustworthy. Guidelines were published 
recently in June 2014 (for reference, this is 
October 2014), therefore regarded as up 
to date. Guidelines are underpinned by EU 
guidelines 
 
Information is not from a peer reviewed 
source but this would not be the 
appropriate forum for industry guidelines, 
therefore applicable to the audience. 
Guidelines are under pinned by EU 
guidelines in which a “one approach fits 




















of the Use of 













from a single 
supermarket 




Largest proportion of red meat 
purchased in Scotland was beef 
(27%) 
50% of expenditure on red meat 
was labelled "Scottish" and 7.5% 
labelled "Scotch."  
Little differences between 
Scotland and rest of the UK in 
terms of money spent and 
number of packs bought but 
Distinguished primary author, expert in 
this area. Research was commissioned by 
FSA Scotland, therefore should be 
regarded as reliable 
 
Not peer reviewed source. Published in 
2009, therefore pre any labelling 
initiatives carried out by by QMS to 
increase understanding of labelling in 
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lower percentage of customers 
bought meat in this supermarket 
compared to rest of the UK 
and “Scotch.” Little/no data to back up 
any improvement in understanding of 
labelling differences as “get behind the 
label” id fairly recent. Concerns over 
generalising this data from one 
supermarket across other supermarkets in 


















ons to over 
some the 
barriers/challe
nges in the 
industry. 
Scottish land for farming is rough 
grazing and only favourable for 
beef grazing. Beef supply chain 
does not have much vertical 
integration. Scottish beef 
industry contributes significantly 
in terms of social, economic, 
environmental etc 
Published in a journal, therefore peer 
reviewed 
Good general information and summary 
of info (albeit some info out of date) 
 
This paper sites many grey literature 
sources and appears to be formed on 
opinions rather than critical evaluation of 
these sources 
Published in 2005 which is almost 10 years 
old (now, November 2014) and QMS has 
done significant work since this, therefore 
some info out of date and not accurate. 
See reference 
Leat, P. and 
Revoredo-


















their beef and 
sheep and the 
nature of their 
Trust levels appear to be higher 
when a farmer sells directly to an 
abattoir and communication is 
more developed when selling to 
an abattoir. 
Majority of red meat producers 
do not look favorably towards 
market integration as they see if 
impacting their independence 
Peer reviewed sources. Use of statistical 
techniques to deem significance of 
findings. Paper has clearly structured 
aims. 
Decent response rate from questionnaire 
(34%). Samples is representative (n=611) 
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be faced in 














and do not see the lack of 
integration as adversely 
impacting their business. For 
others, the lack of integration 
gives rise to impaired business 
planning and a lack of 
commitment to other chain 
participants. 
Trust between producers and 
processors in several European 
agri-food chains including Irish 
beef supply chain is relatively low 
and a number of factors such as 
price, pressure, lack of chain 
transparency and an imbalance of 
power distributions all contribute 
to this 
 
Aims and paper are based on set of three 
assumptions. Review section of the paper 











Economic sustainability can 
influence social and 
Working paper series published be 
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environmental sustainability.  
Economic sustainability is the 
biggest concerns of all links in the 
chain investigated. Sustainability 
success /failure is indicated 
through technical and economic 
performance and environmental 
and social sustainability is often 
only pursued due to economic, 
legislative, customer related and 
policy reasons. There are internal 
and external drivers for 
sustainability. Challenges exist in 
terms of balance between 
economic sustainability and 
environmental sustainability. 
Collaboration can be enhanced 
through communication and 
transparency. Important that any 
policy development does not 
impair competitiveness as any 
point in the chain. 
agricultural college in Scotland. Use of 
multiple case study approach with cross 
case analysis which allows for 
triangulation of findings and provides 
basis for potential generalisation. Cross 
case analysis gives credit to results and 
improves validity. Cases were specific 
selection and exclusion criteria and the 
sample was representative in terms of size 
and the respondents, i.e. represented the 
whole chain. 
 
Not published in a peer reviewed journal 
but was presented at a conference in 2011 
and was commissioned on behalf of the 
Scottish Government, therefore should be 









Type and Aim 
of Study 
























Scotch beef as 
differentiated 
from beef of 
other origins. 
Results indicated that scotch beef 
is a differentiated product from 
other competing brands. This 
may represent some of the 
success of promotional efforts to 
differentiate scotch beef 
Increase in sales of Scotch beef 
reported by the Scottish 
government may be due to 
promotional activity.  
 
Method is sound, use of empirical data 
from supermarket loyalty card rather than 
consumer reporting as would be used in 
surveys- the method is differentiated. 
Use of economic demand theory which 
can be statistically analysed in addition to 
descriptive statistics used to analyse 
significance of categories and 
socioeconomic groups 
Published in a peer reviewed journal and 
relatively up to date (2011). 
 
Study looked at consumer level which is 
not relevant to the study of choice but can 
make the assumption that the retailer is 
interested in what consumer wants and 
therefore should be reflective. 
Data limitations: use of demand theory is 
based on certain assumptions, the data is 
only retrieved from one supermarket so 
can't be generalised across all 
supermarkets and the data was collected 
over a 2 year period were significant 
influence could be exerted over buying 
behaviour, e.g., a food scares. 
Significant price changes across all 
categories were noted in the study. Study 










Type and Aim 
of Study 
Main findings/ conclusions Strengths and Limitations Available at: 
revenue but this does not take into 
account quantity bought and therefore 
overall throughput of scotch beef as when 










































Leanness, country of origin and 
colour were seen as most 
important cues for quality. 
The importance placed on 
country of origin was higher 
among rural participants but the 
meaning was the same, i.e. 
predict eating quality and 
indicates safety. Understanding 
of origin marks vary to what they 
actually mean 
Published in a peer reviewed source. 
Recognises the limitations of their study 
and provides recommendations for future 
research 
Method was appropriate for the clear 
research question and aims that were 
stated. Appropriate sample size (n=160) 
for the questionnaire with balance 
obtained for different geographic regions 
and demographics, therefore a 
representative sample. Focus group used 
to facilitate questionnaire design (pilot 
technique). 
 
Only one, small and unbalanced focus 
group chosen. Served the purpose for 
questionnaire design but could have 
provided more accurate and specific 
information (respectively) if it was 
balanced and more were completed. Little 
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Aims of the 









and to identify 








recruited and no information on ethical 
procedures followed. 
 Paper is over 10 years old and during the 
study there was a change in legislation 
which may have resulted in some results, 
particularly understanding of labels may 
not be accurate. Significant bias in the 
study; use of Scots to assess Scotch Beef 
means they will be faithful. However, this 







































































Barriers in the Beef Supply Chain 
Presentation  
Question Time 1 
1. Does the industry know where it wants to go? 
Yes, going for growth makes that very clear but it is not clear how we get there and how we 
achieve the goals set out within this plan.  
 
2. What would you see as the top three challenges to the industry 
- Land in families: hard for a farmer to expand 
- Understanding of where we are and how we are going to get where we want to go 
- 80% of supply to retail, damaging if that was to disappear 
 
Question Time 2 
1. It has been a while since the survey was done, but Brexit brings new potential 
opportunities / differentiation. Have you looked at this? 
No because the surveys were completed before Brexit happened. But yes, there is potential 
with Brexit but there is also challenges. Presently, there is a lack of knowledge of what the 
Brexit result means.  
 
2. Differentiation is objective. Do we have a unique point and can we have a unique 
product.  
Scottish has pinned down a USP to location. During the interviews, it was expressed that 
Scotland didn’t really have a differentiator and it doesn’t actually taste any different. But, it 
has gained a lot of attraction due to heavy marketing. There differentiator is based on the 
fact they have it 60-70 years and got in at the right time. Most of its success is due to the 




3. On the Scottish Brand - we do a lot in Northern Ireland in terms of sustainability, farm 
assurance, food safety and traceability. It is one of the most sophisticated in the world. 
We need to make this more tangible to the consumer. 
 
4. What USP do we want to deliver? 
In terms of traceability we do have a sophisticated system in place and a NI database which 
links age, weight, quality etc. The background work is there. We also have the heritage and 
family farm characteristic of the industry so we could turn this indicated barrier into an 
opportunity for consumer appeal. Again Animal Welfare, we could promote the green 
fields, happy animals and happy family story. But that works in Northern Ireland only.  
 
5. I have worked and attended many events over many years working in the industry and 
this is the information and all the data presented so far has been an excellent analysis. 
The best that’s within the industry so far! Do you think our industry is in a bind because 
of the profile of older farmers, the introduction of technology, we can’t breed cattle? Is 
there something new we can do or do we sit where we are in terms of number of 
farmers, stakeholders and attitudes? 
The research did involve a questionnaire and following an analysis of old v’s young from the 
responses we found no difference. Is the old holding it back? The interviews seem to 
suggest the old won’t change. Staying static is not profitable and larger expansion is 
required but this needs to happen without getting too intensive.  
 
6. Is the industry ourselves holding them back? Are we stuck in our own wee world? 
Yes, there is room for more cooperation. A quote from one of the interviews said Your Ph.D 
is about social and cultural change. Significant change is required from the whole, supply 
chain, personal behaviours etc. Holistic change is required.  
 
7. Is there a lack of trust – trust allows more innovation etc. 
Yes, trust is part of it. 
 
8. USP – a lot can contribute if we could get a shared goal or picture. If we could get all 




Question Time 3 
1. The survey didn’t involve speaking to consumers. It all boils down to what consumers 
want and different consumers in different markets. 
Yes, they are important and it boils down to they want and this question needs answered 
and should be considered down the line – what do they want; convenience? Health? Type 
of cut? Etc. It is not addressed in this research but addressing it is a recommendation.  
Dinner Discussion 
First Course 
Is there anyone who believes or is prepared to say the current model is ok and should stay 
the same?  
Newton’s second law of motion states that an object will stay the same unless it is acted 
upon by an outside force. In this case Brexit may be that force. If Government take the 
opportunity to take away subsidy and take in cheap imports it will completely change 
agriculture in Northern Ireland. 
Brexit will change our industry in the next 3-4 years and it will be outside of our control if 
we don’t do something about it quickly. 
Brexit will involve massive policy changes, the industry needs to contemplate this very 
quickly. 
Consumers need asked what they want their produce from. 
At the Agri-food supply chain forum event it was presented what influenced consumer 
buying decision? It was price, and, green credentials were down that list. 
It is not just price as if it was consumers would only buy chicken – we need to get quality 
Brexit change increases economic pressure and demands a sharper focus. We need to ask 
where the potential to increase profitability is. If we increase the efficiency of factories and 
waste this will add 5p to the production. At farm level the main barriers are depreciation 
and farm machinery. The machinery policy and management are ridiculous. That is where 
change is required. New Zealand produces the same meat amount of meat as us but with 
lower farmers.  
In terms of part-time farmers, let them be part-time farmers. We need to focus on the 
professional farmers. The number of processors reduced as we get better and efficient. 
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Farmers can be the same. There is massive room to improve. Should we be worried if we 
lose a list of farmers? The issue is farmer efficiencies. In terms of animal quality and 
frequency we need a joint up approach, better use of genomics, dairy carcass gain, 
additives and vitamins to entice consumers. It is not just one thing, it is a number of things 
added together. The key is farmer efficiency. 
In a crisis the beef industry is good and collaboration works. We need that kick. The Island 
of Ireland produced 80% of Ireland surplus. The meat industry is still a young industry, we 
are only building it. There is a huge amount of information that people can engage on. We 
are far from being a poultry industry. The industry is moving towards the retailer agenda – 
price is important for equality. But price will not be the only factor. Northern Ireland cattle 
were at their highest when farmers where asked to give what they had, there was markets 
everywhere. Access to these markets is key. There isn’t an ideal animal – animal focused is 
not the way. The single market has its challenges. We shouldn’t just focus on farmers. 
Cluster theory – boiled down to two things; companies get advantage when they work 
together and collaboration happens in crisis or opportunity. If we do not do something, the 
industry will stay as it is. This industry exists within a government framework and the 
government is about to make a 25year framework for the UK. As industry doesn’t work 
together we see a disconnect with food – public don’t care about origin therefore it is not 
high one the political agenda. So there is a vast need to get the industry together and shape 
our argument. Small tariff barrier – we leave our industry. There is a 30 million trade deficit 
and this is growing as we take in more and total export sales continue to drop. Scottish 
whiskey is the single biggest UK export. Is there a danger that the 25 year plan will become 
memorised by New Zealand? The current thinking is that there should be zero subsidy, the 
price is cut down and farmers are paid to look after ‘butterflies’ and leave more land for 
building etc. Farmer lobbying is not high in Westminster, despite the fact the agri-industry 
is one of the biggest. This document will be a major challenge and we don’t know if it will 
be England/UK orientated or if each individual region will be different. There has to be a NI 
bit. Comment: There is every likelihood the green paper won’t appear. 
 
Final Course 
What can the industry do? 
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The industry co-operates well in a crisis or under threats etc. A frog analogy: when a frog 
warms up slowly it doesn’t realise and dies, but. If place in boiling water it jumps. Brexit is 
frightening and challenge exists. How do we go beyond this room? We need to show the 
boiling water. It is too vague now at the start of the 25 year plan. Where can we take this 
on? 
There is an opportunity for DAERA fund – multiparty bids to look for joint processor – 
farmer and what are the gaps in this. We have been told a lot tonight. It has been helpful 
and important coming from an academic, third party and independent source to clarify and 
list the problems as seen by the stakeholders. We now need to ask how we, queens, etc. 
can take this on. Behavioural change is a central issue. How do we get contented farmers to 
change? 
Succession Planning. In terms of a resilient industry, young people do not have the same 
stick ability. This needs to be addressed for young people to build it up. Nobody feel out 
here tonight, we are accepting that there has to be change. This is a great foundation and 
key to capitalise – Brexit and government policy for the next 25 years must be both industry 
and government led. Interestingly, farmers with the greatest insight provided the greatest 
clarity in their interviews. We need to bring that on board. This is special and we attended. 
There needs to be a task force to bring this forward - It would be a shame and disgrace if 
nothing was done about it.  
Does the ‘hobby’ farmer have more stick ability, but don’t have resources to be more? 
Those whose livelihood depends on farming are the ones we need to be concerned about. 
We don’t even have a government to lobby at Westminster. All stakeholders need to be 
there. This is so important so imports don’t take over. I don’t think South America will 
compete more than mince and burgers. One animal went to 5/6 companies at one stage – 
can we still compete as a commodity in the world market – don’t think even with PGI we 
can compete. Clean paper – produce 400,000 cattle/year. But we have a complete mix. 
There is a massive benefit of having the right genetics. This adds up for increasing 
efficiency. There is different price for feed but results in the same carcass. I would like to 
see a template, this is the cow, genetics, and grass etc. – a best practice to get profitability. 
Let hobby farmers do what they want and make the template available to all who want to 
use it. 
This is already part of the Agri-food strategy board. Money is needed and selling animals 
around the world. We are in our 4th attempt to get a marketing body. First attempt was 
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with … and the farmers said no. The second was with DARD and the processors said no. The 
third was with … and the two secretaries said no. To drive Irish food around the world we 
need a body doing this. A marketing body is option critical. The Scottish have a £32/3billion 
/ year budget for this. Revolution or evolution. Marketing body will shift to consumer 
instead of production. Consumer insight is a recommendation. 
Scottish spent 9/10 years building a brand. The DEFRA started the great British campaign. 
Westminster needs to let regions be regions.  
The British Government building a 25 year paper in agriculture shown the naivety of 
Government. Like the analogy of a frog in boiling water, I like the one … no stone coming 
over the hill is a problem, if you know it is coming over the hill. I don’t think the 
government are ever going to do what they say – they will undermine for better trade 
deals. There is only 400,000 cattle in the North. It only takes a small number of cheap 
imports to rock the industry. We are what we eat … North 75% of lifecycle. Suckler beef – 
dairy calves more profitable. Heifer calf born on the hill, put into grass for 6/7 months, then 
we have to sell it to the butcher and make a profit. We need to fight for a status quo. We 
have a chance to call for a period of grace. Need to harmonise production. Need to get over 
mistrust. Produce one brand. This work is a goof base, “a jolly goof template”. 
With the level of distrust between farmers and processors, have we any chance to build 
with that. 
There is no need for mistrust like that, life’s too short. I deal with two processors and I 
don’t. It is silly caring over 50p (Producer 1). There is no problem building up one or two 
relationships with processors (Producer 2). The problem is the farmer thinks he is always 
right. You have to take the hit when you deserve it (Producer 1). We need a longer 
relationship but we would be putting a lot of trust and time into it and so this would need 
to be backed up on black and white paper (producer 3). 
A price differentiation report indicated that those specialised farmers know exactly what 
the processor wants and can debate a price with that knowledge. Education is needed. We 
can’t fault the farmers as they rarely get a chance to go out to the processors beforehand.  
Farmers rarely talks to the processor unless about the sale/price. If you’re a producer it is 
up to you to find out what the consumer / processor wants.  
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The dairy farmers were complaining about the price of milk and their profits. But they are 
the ones who over supplied massively. They blamed it on everyone but themselves. 
Leadership, who’s leading that.  
Grass fed, family farm, Black Angus. 
Change needs a shove. We will lose farmers, be it 2018, 2023 or 2025. 
Subsidy are leading inefficiencies – producing more grass, drive inefficiencies. 
HMRC tax system so can lease land in the longer term and get income tax reduction as in 






1st Stop for Questions in Presentations 
 
Covered a lot of ground – appreciation – Does industry know where it wants to go? 
It doesn’t know how to get there 
 
Top 3 challenges? 
1) Small farms are inefficient and belong to families 
2) There needs to be an understanding of where to go and how to get there 
3) 80% of beef goes to retail, if that market disappears, what to do ? 
 
2nd Stop for Questions in Presentation 
 
Elephant in the room – Brexit…. Have you done much study on Brexit 
Quite right, haven’t done much, may lead to opportunites of different markets but there will 
be challenges 
 
If you don’t have a USP, can you have a differentiated product? 
Scotch beef have PGI, everyone says Scotland don’t have a USP, they think it’s the same 
product but marketing 
 
Scotland have had it 60/70 years 
Scotland got in at the right time, it has the support of the people 
 






What do you want to do USP? 
Traceability – national database 
Heritage and family farms, while it is a barrier the consumer like that 
 
Works in NI, NI want NI, scots want scotch beef 
 
Steph you have done a great job, first time I’ve seen it, excellent analysis, better than 
committees 
 
Is beef industry in a bind – over farmers, tech isn’t introduced like pork/dairy 
 
Do we need to do something new, is there a difference between attitudes of older/younger 
farmers 
No difference between younger/older. There is a perception that younger farmers will take 
the bull by the horn 
Need larger productions to keep industry sustainable 
 
Are we stuck in our own world, do we need to step outside and look in (is industry holding 
back) 
My PhD is social cultural behaviour, change needs to happen 
 
Would it be lack of trust between everyone? 
Yeah that comes out, its coming on 
 
We don’t know what the targets are? If we could get all these USPs, we don’t have a shared 
target, is that something to aim for over the next 15 years – a shared target? 
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We need one big target plan, to get to the point of USP – whether it’s quality/best 
beef/superior beef 
 
3rd Questions point of presentation 
 
Consumers, you never spoke to consumers, what do consumers want? What do we market to 
them? 
It does boil down to them, how do they want it, is it health, convenience, how to cook? 
- Fund my postdoc   
 
Discussion – Course 1 
 
Will current model continue to work?  
 
Newton’s 2nd law! Industry in this state, needs an outside force 
 
Brexit will be the catalyst 
 
Times article – open UK to cheap imports and get rid of subsidies 
Dairy showed example and it was ignored 
Move fast Steph and get your thesis published 
 
Brexit will impact in 3 or 4 years outside our control 
 
Need outside force 
 




Need to check what consumer wants. 
 
Supply chain forum that showed the influence on consumer is price 
Green is right down the bottom (green grass fed) 
But it’s price for quality, if it was just price would be just eating chicken 
 
Brexit will put on, for economic growth will need to look within like machinery and 
efficiency in factories 
Depreciation on machinery, machinery policy on farms ridiculous, most pressure is needed 
there 
 
New Zealand producing same amount on less efficiency? 
 
Hobby farmers, let them get on with it 
Full time farmers have less access to land because of access to land 
 
No processing, costs gone down 
 
Farmers are doing more, but there is room to improve, they need to be more efficient 
 
Farmer agrees, utilization of grass etc is poor, not producing enough of what they want, need 
to communicate with the retailer. Need to get faster, better genetics, oppose hormones and 
vitamins – these things entice consumers 
 
We are good at hitting challenges 




Producers: its not good management that they get stuck to retailer, it’s a miracle 
 
IOI produced 80% of UK beef 
 
Building food and meat industry 
Young industry 
 
God Help Steph!!!!!!!!! 
 
Huge amount of information that Steph has harvested 
 
Don’t underestimate and don’t overestimate the industry 
 
Retailer price is important but not the only one 
 
‘Can you build on what is being brought’ isn’t being asked (producers about farmers 
bringing cattle to spec) 
 
It doesn’t matter if we had highest spec cattle, it doesn’t matter, access to the markets is what 
is key 
Not just about specs 
 
Specs conflict – we need to get better, need to open access to markets to cope with beef out 
of specs 
 
Michael Porter – cluster theory 
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- Companies gain competitive advantage when they collaborate 
 
Industry exists inside strong government framework  
 
25 year food and farm doc?? 
 
25% trade deficiencies, which way to go? 
Disconnect with food – because we don’t work together 
 
Food not high on the political agenda 
 
Which direction are we going in, depends on deficit 
 
Where do tariff barriers impact 
30 billion trade deficit 
We are sucking in more 
Export food sales 
Single biggest uk food export – sales whiskey – high value 
UK produces all the whiskey UK/Ire/Scot/Wales 
 
Is there a danger in the 25 year plan? Government mesmerised by New Zealand  
 
There should be zero subsidies 
 
The government could just decide to pay farmers to grow butterflies and just import food, 




UK Agri-food biggest industry 
 
Robots will replace immigrant field workers 
 
Is it UK strategy or an English strategy, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland already have 
their own documents 
UK agri document has to have different components for the different regions 
 
2nd Course – How to change? 
 
Industry cooperates in a crisis 
If you put a frog in cold water and gradually heat the pot, the frog won’t realise and it will 
die, but if you put the frog in boiling water it will jump straight out. 
Need to expand the message outside of the room 
We don’t know what Brexit will bring but we need to widen the conversation 
Need to realise the challenges – we need to show people the boiling water, so there is a 
catalyst for change 
Where can we usefully take this on, there is a research challenge, fund research, maybe 
opportunities where we can look at processer/farmer initiative 
What are the gaps 
It was helpful to have an outsider to list all our faults 
What is the next stage – who helps – there needs to be a behavioural management 
component 
 
How do you influence the farmers that are content? – they are the hobby farmers 
Succession planning needs to be brought in 
Don’t think young people have the same ‘stickability’ – they have a business mind, they cut 




No outrage – accepting there has to be a change – coming up to Brexit and end of going for 
growth strategy 
Industry and government need to lead new initiative 
People on the ground- greatest insights came from farmer quotes 
Need to be brought up with all the individual organisations to take it forward, need to set up 
a taskforce to see how to take it forward 
Hobby farmers may have more stickability 
 
Farm land gets split when it is passed from farmer to multiple sons, then they become too 
small to make a living 
 
Need to be concerned about full time farmers 
 
Need to lobby Westminster 
- Westminster could close them down, make us rear butterflies and import 
meat from South America 
 
South America won’t compete with quality of beef here 
 
Need to see what Brexit brings with export and refunds 
Can’t compete with a commodity beef on world stage 
Producing 400,000 beef 
So many farms etc 
How to do it 




Genetics have great benefits – look at Australia 
Having a production template will add up to increased efficiency 
All add up to give profitability  
Hillsborough need to give plan for the best genetics to use, bull, grass utilisation etc 
 
Driver of behavioural change in next number of years  
Rusted and corroded wheels need oil, oil is money in the metaphor. Need to get it from the 
market, need to use all of the carcass, sell it all over the world, take the parts that aren’t eaten 
here and ship to where they would sell 
 
4 attempts at a marketing body – all have been blocked – ‘over their dead body’ 
Bord Bia is driving Irish food around the world – they have a 50 mil budget 
People are ambivalent about the marketing board but its critical to success 
NI marketing board would have a 10 mil budget, employ 30 people – marketing body needs 
to happen 
 
Would convert the consumer to want 
Add politics, Scotland have spent ten years doing it, and now Scotland are raging about the 
british ones with union jacks on them 
Westminster needs to recognise the different regions 
Board Bia reject one market board 
The 25 year document shows the naivety of the British government in relation to their 
regions 
  
*stone over hill* - it’s ok as long as you know the stone is coming 
 
Farms at boarders, farms all over the place 
352 
 
British government want to cut farms 
Will undermine what they say to producers for trade deals 
 
NI only 400 [thousand], it takes a little amount brought in to rock it 
 
We are what we eat, need to take in suckler/dairy 
Dairy kept on better land 
Used to be able to take a calf from the hill and sell to farm 
Can’t be outside Brexit and have access to market and expect to trade for profit 
Need a grace period to see what happens 
A lot of mistrust, needs to get out 
 
Lets produce food on one island that is recognised around the world 
Level of distrust between farmer and producer – can we build a successful industry, we have 
that level of mistrust 
Life is too short, need to get over it, it’s the old way 
Build a relationship with one or two processeors 
Most farmers think its right to build relationships – have to take the hit when you deserve the 
hit – if you have a relationship you sometimes get a good price when you don’t expect it 
Trust needs to be backed up in black and white (contracts) 
Specialist guys (farmers) know what processors want 
Small farmers create mistrust 
When farmers see the production then they can see costs, not their fault they don’t see the 
processers cost as they never see the production factories – when they see it they appreciate 
it 




Producers need to know the market 
Chicken have a big section in the supermarket, beef is only a little small section 
Blame everyone else except yourselves 
Black angus, family farms, grass fed – we have all this 
At any trades fairs Brazilians have a massive stand (basically they don’t promote 
themselves) 
 
The change needs a big shove, wind down the support/subsidies 
That’s the drive, the incentive 
 
NI is not going to get ahead of the UK average price 
Co. Down subsidies driving efficiencies, more land more subsidies 
 
They should be able to lease land and still have income relief/tax reduction – it would 
improve the set of tools they have 
 
*Message gets confused at trade fairs they promote that they are irish so they get an order 
and ship off the order to America or wherever, when the meat arrives it has UK stamps all 
over it and customers aren’t happy, they say they ordered Irish – sending mixed messages  
 
